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Ingrid Fadnes, Roy Krøvel and Kristin Skare Orgeret
Wo stehen wir heute? – (Fast) ein Jahrzehnt mit dem Aktionsplan der Vereinten Nationen für
die Sicherheit von Journalisten und die Frage der Straflosigkeit
Dieser Aufsatz nimmt die akademische Forschungsagenda der UNESCO zur Sicherheit von
Journalisten zum Ausgangspunkt. Wir geben einen Überblick über die Beiträge zu einer Reihe von
Forschungskonferenzen und wissenschaftlichen Publikationen, die sich auf die Sicherheit von
Journalisten konzentrieren, und kategorisieren sie gemäß der Forschungsagenda. Das übergeordnete
Ziel besteht darin, sowohl die Erforschung von Mechanismen, die unsichere Bedingungen schaffen,
als auch mögliche Strategien und Lösungen unter praktischer, theoretischer, nationaler und
internationaler Perspektive zu diskutieren. Auf diesem Wege arbeiten wir heraus, wo die
Schwerpunkte liegen und wessen es in der aktuellen Forschung zur Sicherheit von Journalisten
ermangelt. Zugleich dient diese Diskussion als Einführung in die Kapitel des vorliegenden
Themenheftes.
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Where are we now? – (Almost) a decade with The UN Plan of Action on the Safety of
Journalists and the Issue of Impunity
This article takes UNESCO’s Academic Research Agenda on Safety of Journalists as its point of
departure. We present an overview of contributions to a selection of research conferences and
academic publications focusing on safety of journalists and categorize them according to the research
agenda. The overall aim of the contributions is to discuss research on ideas and practices that create
unsafe conditions, as well as possible strategies and solutions from practical, theoretical, national or
international perspectives. Through this exercise, we find where the focus areas are and what is
lacking in current research on safety of journalists, and the discussion serves as an introduction to the
chapters of this special issue.
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Ingrid Fadnes, Roy Krøvel & Kristin Skare Orgeret
Where are we now? – (Almost) a decade with the UN Plan of Action on the Safety of
Journalists and the Issue of Impunity
Kurzfassung: Dieser Aufsatz nimmt die akademische Forschungsagenda der UNESCO zur Sicherheit von Journalisten zum

Ausgangspunkt. Wir geben einen Überblick über die Beiträge zu einer Reihe von Forschungskonferenzen und wissenschaftlichen
Publikationen, die sich auf die Sicherheit von Journalisten konzentrieren, und kategorisieren sie gemäß der Forschungsagenda.
Das übergeordnete Ziel besteht darin, sowohl die Erforschung von Mechanismen, die unsichere Bedingungen schaffen, als auch
mögliche Strategien und Lösungen unter praktischer, theoretischer, nationaler und internationaler Perspektive zu diskutieren.
Auf diesem Wege arbeiten wir heraus, wo die Schwerpunkte liegen und wessen es in der aktuellen Forschung zur Sicherheit von
Journalisten ermangelt. Zugleich dient diese Diskussion als Einführung in die Kapitel des vorliegenden Themenheftes.

Abstract: This article takes UNESCO’s Academic Research Agenda on Safety of Journalists as its point of departure. We present

an overview of contributions to a selection of research conferences and academic publications focusing on safety of journalists
and categorize them according to the research agenda. The overall aim of the contributions is to discuss research on ideas and
practices that create unsafe conditions, as well as possible strategies and solutions from practical, theoretical, national or
international perspectives. Through this exercise, we find where the focus areas are and what is lacking in current research on
safety of journalists, and the discussion serves as an introduction to the chapters of this special issue.

1. Introduction
The UN Plan of Action on the Safety of Journalists and the Issue of Impunity begins by quoting Barry James 1:
“Every journalist killed or neutralized by terror is an observer less of the human condition. Every attack distorts
reality by creating a climate of fear and self-censorship”. Nevertheless, over the almost ten years since the
process of drawing up a UN Plan of Action started, attacks on journalists have continued relentlessly.
The articles presented in this issue of Conflict & Communication Online, were selected from papers written for the
annual Safety of Journalists conference organized by the Media, War and Conflict research group at Oslo
Metropolitan University. The annual conference was set up to support research on the safety of journalists, in line
with recommendations of UNESCO’s Research Agenda on the Safety of Journalists. 2 Besides furthering new
knowledge on safety issues, it also seeks ways to construct a network of researchers able to produce knowledge
vital to improving safety of journalists internationally. In our call for contributions to the 2017 conference, we
wrote:
An attack on a journalist is an attack on the freedom of expression. Silencing journalists happens
through a variety of actions ranging from threats such as bullying and online harassment, restrictive
policies and random detention, to the decisive act of censorship – death. Knowledge about journalists’
working conditions is important to improve the training of new journalists.
We wanted to discuss both the processes leading to unsafe conditions and possible strategies and solutions and
asked for papers with practical, theoretical, national or international perspectives that critically examine
challenges related to the issue of safety of journalists.
One feature that perhaps distinguishes the annual Safety of Journalists conference in Oslo from most other
academic events is support the organizing committee receives from The Norwegian National commission for
UNESCO, The Freedom of Expression Foundation Oslo and Oslo Metropolitan University. This has made it possible
to make the conference open and accessible without conference fees or other costs for participants. What is
more, the support helps finance grants for participants coming from Latin America, Africa, the Middle East or
Asia, as we believe it is necessary to ensure that researchers from the Global South are included in research
projects, academic networks and research conferences on the safety of journalists. Due to the risks they face,
many of these researchers are uniquely placed to investigate and understand the most urgent issues affecting the
safety of journalists around the world.

1 Barry James in Press Freedom: Safety of Journalists and Impunity. UNESCO Publications: 2002
2 UNESCO, Towards a Research agenda on the safety of journalists, Draft Document 1 June 2015,
https://en.unesco.org/sites/default/files/draft_research_agenda_safety_of_journalists_06_2015.pdf , accessed 15.1.2019.
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2. Safety of journalists emerging as an academic topic
In recent years we have witnessed an increased focus on how academic inquiry can contribute to achieving safer
conditions for journalists. This emerging aim is often seen in light of the Sustainable Development Goals agenda
(16.10) that contributes to developing free and independent news media worldwide and creating a safer
environment for journalists and journalism. UNESCO has taken an active role in this process, encouraging
academic coordination, collaboration and exchange. UNESCO also provides a number of reports of significance for
international understanding. Earlier experiences show that the field of freedom of expression and safety of
journalists is particularly challenging to examine, due to the politically sensitive features of the topic and the need
to continuously strive for consensus within a multi-national organization (Rønning & Orgeret, 2015). Therefore,
academic collaboration may be particularly useful both for the sake of greater independence and for theoretical
and principled perspectives. In 2014 UNESCO developed a ten-point research agenda in line with the UN Plan of
Action, and promoted it through a call for research cooperation with academic scholars. By creating the Academic
Research Agenda on Safety of Journalists, UNESCO aimed to inspire new academic research in an area that
previously had been covered only by a limited number of scientific studies. The research agenda suggests ten
broad and sometimes overlapping areas within which different types of safety research could be explored:
Rights-based issues; Conflict issues; Societal issues; Legal issues; Practitioner issues; Psychological issues;
Economic issues; Digital issues; Thematic issues; Educational issues
By developing the agenda, UNESCO has definitely encouraged academic research in the area of journalist safety.
The agenda has been followed up by several higher educational institutions, such as the Centre for Freedom of
the Media at University of Sheffield, the Universities of Gothenburg and Helsinki and Oslo Metropolitan University.
The two first were central in organizing the first academic conference entirely dedicated to the topic during
UNESCO’s World Press Freedom Day celebrations in Helsinki in May 2016. The Centre for Freedom of the Media
in Sheffield is building a worldwide Journalism Safety Research Network (JSRN) and named Professor Jackie
Harrison to the first UNESCO Chair on Media Freedom, Journalism Safety and the Issue of Impunity on May 3,
2018. The Department of Journalism and Media Studies at OsloMet University and the research group MEKK
(Media, War and Conflict) has organized four annual conferences associated with safety of journalists (20152018).
3. The Helsinki conference and The Assault on Journalism
Based on an examination of the themes discussed in the 48 academic research papers presented in Helsinki,
Reeta Pöyhtäri (2016) found that the number of studies devoted to each of the topics covered by the research
agenda was the following:
Topic
Rights-based issues
Conflict issues
Societal issues
Legal issues
Practitioner issues
Psychological issues
Educational issues
Economic issues
Thematic
issues
(gender,
indigenous journalists)
Digital issues
Methodological issues

sports,

photojournalism,

Number of studies
1 study
7 studies
no studies
6 studies
16 studies
5 studies
1 study
2 studies
5 studies
4 studies
1 study

Within this sample, Pöyhtäri shows that most research concentrates on practitioner issues, followed by studies on
safety in times of conflict and legal issues. Typically, a research paper would cover the type and extent of threats
experienced by journalists in a certain country.
Drawing on contributions to the 2016 Helsinki conference, an anthology was published entitled The Assault on
Journalism. Building knowledge to protect freedom of expression . In the anthology, editors Ulla Carlsson and
Reeta Pöyhtäri present 26 research articles and 7 research highlights, reflecting the profile of the overall findings
from the conference. In their introduction, the editors stress that if progress is to be made, knowledge is a
prerequisite.
For us researchers it is of the utmost importance that we broaden our theoretical and analytical
frameworks. This has too often been ignored in the contemporary research, but now there is an urgent
call for empirical results, theoretical insights and analytical concepts. … academic research … is essential
© 2019 by verlag irena regener berlin
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and can significantly improve our understanding of the complex issue of journalist safety, and in this way
contribute to creating safer working conditions for everyone who produces journalism. What’s more, it
can help resolve broader issues and systematic problems in society such as corruption, lack of good
governance, weak rule of law and inequality. The challenge is not only to explain problems, but also to
contribute to solutions and to communicate with the people in power so that research findings will make
a difference (Carlsson & Pöyhtäri 2016).
The authors included in The Assault on Journalism are 55% women and 45 % men, indicating that this is a field
of research where both genders are well represented. Most of the authors are researchers, but a few are full time
practitioners.
Some articles present overviews of the situation of safety for journalists internationally, and of those with a
specific country focus, the majority deal with an Asian country. The profile of the articles in the anthology reflects
the conference they stem from, with a fourth of the chapters (8 of 32) focusing on practitioner issues, such as
journalists’ experiences, risk management and survival tactics. The second most popular topic is conflict, with five
chapters covering challenges related to conflict reporting in specific countries, as well as in regions and the ‘global
war on terror’.
We can see that topics not covered, or only barely touched on, in both the Helsinki conference and the resulting
anthology, were societal issues, such as for instance impact of attacks on society more broadly, economic
matters, for instance discussing the role of employers and media institutions and the question of methods. In
addition, multidisciplinary approaches, cross-country comparisons, as well as studies combining empirical
evidence from practitioners with theory have been mentioned as needed viewpoints (Pöyhtäri 2016: 105).
Pöyhtäri also shows that journalism education was also poorly represented in the Helsinki sample, but discusses
how this was later remedied by a conference in November 2016, entitled “Best Practices in teaching conflict, war
and peace journalism” at OsloMet University.
In the following we suggest a similar method in an overview of four high profile international journals of
importance to the field of journalism, as well as of papers from Oslo conferences held in 2016, 2017 and 2018.
We categorize contributions according to the UNESCO research agenda, to see where focus areas are and also
what is lacking in current research on safety of journalists.
4. Oslo Metropolitan University conferences
The conferences are organized for the first week of November each year in relation to UNESCO’s International
Day to End Impunity for Crimes Against Journalists, which is the 2nd of November. The 2015 conference was
dedicated ‘Gender, War and Conflict’. The 2016 conference was entitled ‘Best Practices in teaching conflict, war
and peace journalism’. The 2017 Oslo Metropolitan University conference’s topic was Safety of Journalists –
Covering Conflict and Sensitive Issues. The conference dealt with the safety of both journalists and their sources,
for instance when covering sensitive issues such as corruption, human rights, refugees and migration. In
November 2018 the conference was entitled Safety of Journalists – the chilling effects, and had a particular focus
on how the cycle of violence against journalists and the fact that most abuse of media professionals remains
uninvestigated and unpunished, and may result in self-censorship, which further reduces press freedom.
Examining the papers presented at two conferences in 2017 and 2018 – 144 in all – and categorizing the topics
according to the UNESCO research agenda, we find some interesting trends. Practitioner issues score high as a
topic of the papers, and qualitative interviews are the most frequently used method. Societal, psychological and
economic issues are dealt with less in the conference papers. In terms of geography, the conferences have
provided a platform for researchers from a wide range of countries, including Africa, a continent that has thus far
received little attention in other research on the safety of journalists (see below).
At the 2017 conference, 55% of those presenting research papers were women and 45% were men, and in 2018,
the respective percentages were 53% women and 47 % men.
In terms of the conference papers’ content, we note that the UNESCO research agenda does not introduce
gender as an individual topic, but mentions it under ‘thematic issues’, together with topics such as Media and
ethnicity; Media and environment and Media and religion (2015). It is well known that women journalists face
greater risks in covering war and conflict than their male colleagues. Women journalists are confronted with
dangers in the course of their work not only in the field, but also online, as there is a growing trend to increased
digital threats and online abuse. An IWMF and INSI study (2014) interviewed nearly 1,000 women media workers
from around the world and found that nearly two-thirds of respondents had experienced some form of
intimidation, threats or abuse in relation to their work, ranging in severity from name-calling to rape and death
threats. There are good reasons to focus on the particular threats and challenges faced by female journalists
when researching safety of journalists. When it comes to gendered experiences of male journalists, we know
much less. The 2015 OsloMet conference and the resulting anthology Gendering War and Peace Reporting edited
© 2019 by verlag irena regener berlin
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by Rune Ottosen and Berit von der Lippe (2016) initiated some very interesting discussions, and three chapters of
the anthology were dedicated to a section on ‘Masculinities, Heroes and Victims’. Nevertheless, there is still much
to be done in including male experiences in the gendered perspectives of safety of journalists.
5. Safety of journalists in international journals of journalism
Over the last two to three years, major international journals of journalism have published a few research articles
related to safety issues. While the number of articles is not large, a small but growing body of literature is
emerging from the international journals. At least 14 articles relevant to the Research Agenda on Safety of
Journalists were published in Journalism, Journalism Practice, Data Journalism and Journalism Studies in 2016,
2017 and 2018. 3
The research published in these well-established journals presents a fairly diverse range of countries and
contexts. The researchers come from countries as varied as Australia, South Korea, Singapore, South Africa,
Turkey, Hungary, UK, Denmark, USA, Mexico, El Salvador, Colombia and Chile. However, a closer inspection of
the geography of the published studies suggests certain serious structural deficiencies. A few studies of global
scope can be found. Others focus on safety of journalists in countries like South Korea, Mexico, Colombia, United
Kingdom, USA, Philippines, Denmark and Australia. Nevertheless, the safety of journalists in Africa is not
discussed by any of the studies identified here as relevant for the research agenda and published in these major
journals (2016 – 2018). The lack of knowledge on African cases and contexts is unfortunate in light of “realities
on the ground”. Reporters Without Borders lists African countries such as Libya, Egypt, Sudan, Eritrea, Djibouti,
Somalia, Burundi and Equatorial Guinea as among the most dangerous and difficult countries in the world for
journalists. Clearly, if research is to help make work safer for journalists around the world, a far more concerted
effort should be made to understand safety issues in African contexts.
Another salient feature is the way digital technologies are approached. Several articles deal with concerns such
as internet governance, surveillance, source protection and the safety of user-generated content producers.
Nevertheless, little has been published in terms of in-depth analysis of technologies journalists use to do
research, communicate with each other or protect themselves or their sources. This is perhaps understandable
considering that most of those publishing in the field of safety of journalists come from the humanities or social
sciences, where methods such as interviews, surveys or content and discourse analysis are most common. Of the
studies published in the four journals, 36 % employ surveys as their main method, 29 % qualitative interviews,
17 % content or discourse analysis, and 17 % could be defined as meta-studies or literature reviews. Still, issues
such as digital safety could benefit from more interdisciplinarity, especially if specialists in digital communication
and digital safety were invited to enrich the analysis of digital challenges and possible solutions.
Another prominent issue is economic hardship and precarity among journalists. Increasingly, economic crisis and
hardship, job insecurity, low pay and inequality are found to have a negative impact on the resilience of
journalists faced with threats or violence. From different angles, authors such as Tandoc Jr., Hughes, Mellado,
Arroyave, Benitez, de Beer, Garcés, Lang, Márquez-Ramírez and Fay Anderson all touch upon these issues either
explicitly or indirectly (Anderson, 2018; Hughes et al., 2017; Tandoc, 2017). Marius Dragomir, meanwhile,
explores how governments use “funding to keep media in line” (Dragomir, 2017).
6. Reporting dangerously and defending journalism
The first book dedicated to analyzing safety of journalists, Reporting Dangerously by Simon Cottle, Richard
Sambrook and Nick Mosdell, addresses insecurity and risks in “relation to the changing industry, professional
practices and technologies that inform dangerous reporting”. The book seeks to identify why “more journalists
are being killed, attacked and intimidated” than ever before. The approach is both historical and contextual, as
well as normative, as the authors remind us about the value of critical journalism and the responsibility to protect
journalists.

Defending journalism. How national mechanisms can protect journalists and address the issue of impunity. A
comparative analysis of practices in seven countries responds to the need for comparative studies analyzing

efforts to protect journalists under threat (Saboory et al., 2017). Published by International Media Support, the
study discusses measures taken in Afghanistan, Columbia, Indonesia, Iraq, Nepal, Pakistan and the Philippines.
The comparative analysis helps the reader understand how different initiatives to support journalists work in a
diversity of contexts. As such, it provides the reader with a list of options available to improve the safety of
journalists.

3 The authors acknowledge the many difficulties of drawing a strict line between articles relevant for the research agenda on
safety and articles not relevant.
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7. Recommendations
So where are we now and where are we going? What type of research is needed to help make work safer for
journalists around the world? Building on the 86 research papers presented at the Safety of Journalists
conference in Oslo and the books and journal articles presented above, we find that research has moved ahead
on several fronts.
First, scholars have found issues that were not mentioned specifically in the research agenda to be of great
importance for the safety of journalists. Researchers are increasingly becoming aware of the key roles played by
organizations such as journalist unions. Strong organizations seem to make individual journalists more resilient
when faced with unsafe situations. They can support journalists under pressure, and can also play a crucial role
in raising awareness and pushing for improvements on a political level.
The overview of research published in the last two to three years shows that publication in established journals is
an important contribution, but has proceeded in a rather random manner, and a number of issues have received
scant attention from the research community.
An example is how the gender perspective should be expanded to include attitudes and experiences of male
journalists, as Ottosen & von der Lippe (2016) have reminded us. As much of the research is linked to particular
case studies of safety issues, a next step would be analyses enabling us to understand both universal challenges,
as well as particular challenges to local journalism, for instance in cases where there is a need for deep insight
into local contexts. Creating and improving local structures, institutions and education would make parachute
trainers with limited or no knowledge of the local setting superfluous. There are quite a number of interesting
studies on economics, inequality, the economic crisis and safety issues related to the digital turn in journalism.
However, so far little research has focused on the technological aspects of digital safety or possible solutions to
these challenges. To mention a few other emerging topics that need to be considered in future research: The role
of global teamwork and research on safety in global investigative networks; research on training special police
units and judges in questions linked to the safety of journalists and issues of impunity; how journalism in one
locality might affect safety of journalists in other localities.
The following articles of this issue of Conflict and Communication Online address some of the above concerns.
However, much more of a coordinated and collective effort needs to be undertaken if the ambitious goals laid out
in the research agenda are to be achieved in the near future. A fruitful approach to strengthen the emerging field
of research, as well as to fill gaps in existing research, seems to consist in building a network to ensure that
research will meet high quality standards and that underreported topics and regions will be dealt with.
Comparative analyses are also important. Such a network will ensure continuity of efforts and will increasingly
carry empirical observations onward in analysis and discussion.
8. Articles in this issue of conflict & communication online
The first article of this special issue is Guy Berger’s ‘Getting from the global to the local’, which covers norms and
systems for protecting journalists. The article discusses the results of UNESCO’s consultation on how to
strengthen implementation of the UN Plan of Action on the Safety of Journalists within the context of the
Sustainable Development Goal indicator 16.10.1. Berger analyzes the potential to develop norms for monitoring
at the country level, as well as to create applicable monitoring mechanisms for systematically tracking threats
against journalists. He emphasizes how despite immense challenges around the world, in recent years the
evolution of global norms related to the safety of journalists has progressed significantly at the international level.
The second article, ‘Afghan journalists in a balancing act. Coping with deteriorating safety’ by Elisabeth Eide,
Abdul Mujeeb Khalvatgar and Hasina Shirzad, discusses the situation in one of the most dangerous countries in
the world for journalists, namely Afghanistan. Through interviews with 28 reporters from a variety of regions,
ethnicities and media outlets, the article discusses the crucial question How do Afghan journalists regard their
professional safety? in a context that has gone from bad to worse in terms of the security situation.
In ‘Safety culture – changing visual representations of wars? The case of Afghanistan’, Saumava Mitra
investigates Afghan photographers’ perceptions through in-depth research interviews and analysis of two sets of
images of Afghanistan chosen for a comparative case study. Mitra demonstrates how the ‘safety culture’ that
emerged after 9/11 within the practice of international conflict correspondence is unevenly realized. Local
photojournalists are exposed to increasing dangers, and it is possible that local photographers from conflictridden countries who work for international media may portray conflicts differently than international
photographers.
Altaf Khan’s ‘Fixer in the Corporate Media’ sheds light on the ‘fixers’ in North Western Pakistan and the systematic
destruction of their professionality and existence in global journalism. Seeing the fixer as the local element in the
glocal narrative, the article discusses how local fixers are becoming increasingly important due to rising security
threats and budget cuts within international media. Khan shows how, despite this background, local fixers are
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getting a very ‘raw deal’ in the present setting – their lives are in danger and they are working for minimum
wages without any recognition. Also, training exercises are never really aimed at any long-term solutions, Khan
argues, but serve organizational self-interest or contribute to other policy measures.
According to ‘Digital Security Awareness and Practices of Journalists in Turkey: A Descriptive Study’, journalists in
Turkey experience security issues ranging from personal threats to physical and digital attacks. Author Behlül
Çalışkan employs online surveys to reveal that journalists in Turkey rely heavily on digital technology. The study
concludes that journalists lack awareness of digital security risks, and only a small percentage have taken safety
training to protect themselves and their sources, either in the physical or digital world.
Marta Milena Barrios, Lina Vega-Estarita and Luis Manuel Gil investigate security for journalists after the 2016
peace accord between the Colombian government and the FARC guerrillas. ‘When Online Commentary turns into
violence: The Role of Twitter in Slander against Journalists in Colombia’ analyzes a confrontation via Twitter
between former President Álvaro Uribe and renowned journalist Daniel Samper to illustrate how harassment by
government officials constrains journalists’ daily work. The authors build on analysis of 592 tweets to document
how threats from a political power-holder contributed to the formation of networks engaging in verbal violence on
Twitter.
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2017 eine weltweite Konsultation eingeleitet, um die Umsetzung des Aktionsplans der Vereinten Nationen zur Sicherheit von
Journalisten und zur Frage der Straflosigkeit zu verstärken. Die Ergebnisse dieser Konsultation sind für den Kontext der
Sicherung des Fortschritts im Hinblick auf den Zielindikator für nachhaltige Entwicklung 16.10.1 relevant, der eine Maßnahme
sowohl für eine globale als auch für eine nationale Bewertung des Sicherheitszustands von Journalisten darstellt. Vor diesem
Hintergrund analysiert dieser Artikel das Potenzial auf Länderebene, Normen für das Monitoring zu entwickeln, sowie praktische
Überwachungsmechanismen, um Bedrohungen gegen Journalisten systematisch zu verfolgen. Ein positives Szenario würde dazu
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Abstract: In the wake of progress in underlining international norms for protection of journalists, UNESCO in 2017 initiated a
global consultation on how to strengthen implementation of the UN Plan of Action on the Safety of Journalists and the Issue of
Impunity. The results of this consultation are relevant to the context of securing progress in terms of Sustainable Development
Goal indicator 16.10.1, which is a measure for both a global and a national assessment of the state of safety of journalists.
Against this backdrop, this article analyses the potential at country level to develop norms about monitoring, as well as creating
practical monitoring mechanisms for systematically tracking threats against journalists. A positive scenario would see these
contribute to an elaborated normative climate as well as the existence of effective institutions and systems to ensure the
protection of journalists on the ground.

1. Introduction
This article sets out some developments at the global normative and institutional level concerning the protection
of journalists, showing incremental progress achieved in recent years. It draws upon the trends recorded in the
2018 UNESCO report on World Trends in Freedom of Expression and Media Development (UNESCO, 2018a), and
particularly the chapter on safety of journalists from whence much information presented here is sourced. The
narrative then unpacks the potential to elaborate and reinforce norms, and their institutional support and
implementation, at country level. Using the Sustainable Development Agenda’s recognition of an indicator that
takes safety of journalists as one of its criteria for measuring global and national development progress, the
article analyses how that the potential exists for normative and institutional impact on the ground by meshing the
global with the local, and highlighting the significance of monitoring as a basis for systems to protect journalists. 1
2. Unpacking global norms
It is well recognised that norms set up boundaries and channels for the behaviour of diverse actors – such as
institutions of state, civil society, religious bodies, business and individuals. Norms can, for example, influence
whether society at large perceives journalism as a legitimate exercise of free expression, and the extent to which
the public is concerned that journalism practitioners should be able to use this right free of fear and attack.
Currently, it can be asserted that the dominant global norm ‘frowns’ upon violent attacks on journalists, as well as
upon direct intimidation and threat against them and other news media workers. However, in recent times
ongoing attempts to diminish the civil status and the watchdog role of journalism are being made by means of
harsh rhetorical political attacks which go far beyond legitimate criticism of the press. Appropriately, the Human
Rights Council in 2018 noted concern at ‘instances in which political leaders, public officials and/or authorities
denigrate, intimidate or threaten the media, including individual journalists, which increases the risk of threats
and violence against journalists and undermines public trust in the credibility of journalism.” (Human Rights
Council, 2018).
Even more fundamentally, the extant norms are also being widely violated by a range of clearly criminal warnings
and actual attacks on journalists such as targeted death threats, arbitrary detentions, abductions and murders
1

For the purposes of this chapter, a distinction is made between journalistic safety and press freedom. While these may be
conceptualised as part of a single spectrum, it is evident that diverse countries display differences in regard to each: a press
freedom dispensation does not guarantee safety for journalistic practitioners, while journalists can be free from arbitrary attack
within a situation of constrained press freedom. Both safety and freedom are indispensable for journalism to play an optimum
role in democracy and development. The focus here is particularly on norms concerning the safety side of the equation.
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amongst others (including arbitrary surveillance, DDOS attacks, etc - see UNESCO 2015, 2018b). These attacks as
a whole share the objective of seeking to deter or halt journalistic coverage - whether by de-legitimisation, the
fostering of a climate to introduce restrictive laws, directly intimidating journalists into self-censorship, and even
the ultimate censorship of ‘killing the messenger’. More broadly, this onslaught has the potential significance of
weakening the power of the dominant norm, thereby lowering the threshold for intensified and increasing attacks
to be committed. In this way, norms on journalists’ safety can be undone, not only reinforced. In their role of
defining taboos that can constrain, authorise or guide power, they may maintain respect for - or they can weaken
- the safe practice of human rights in general, and journalists’ use of freedom of expression in particular. Despite
norms about the problem of impunity for attackers, these are also observed more in the breech than in the
practice.
These observations remind us that norms about respecting and protecting journalism are not only contested
terrain, but continuously in need of reproduction if they are not to be eroded or even replaced by something else.
Yet, where norms of safety for journalists are built, persist and prevail, this serves as the ‘default’ value set
against which the performance of many actors can (and should) be assessed, and divergence then be deemed as
exceptional and as an aberration from mainstream societal arrangements, affordances and tolerances.
If norms are therefore important, it is also significant to consider them in geospatial terms. At global level, in the
past 70 years, the institutions of the UN have historically been key in setting norms, even if in more recent times
multinational companies have increasingly been playing a role in shaping what much of humanity now considers
to be ‘normal’ across a range of areas of life. What distinguishes the family of UN organisations is that the norms
emerging from this source represent expressed commonalities agreed by ‘the international community’, which
term designates (at least) the world’s intergovernmental organisations and the Member States that comprise
them. This characteristic means that international norms agreed at the UN can become de facto global standards,
which in turn strengthens their significance as beacons as well as benchmarks for assessment. Entities such as
the UN are expected to live up to the norms they espouse, as indeed are their constituent members, and both
can be judged against these standards. Within the UN system, a distinction is made between norms and
normative instruments – the latter being formal agreements with greater or lesser degrees of binding power and
susceptibility or requirement to be monitored. In this article, however, the focus is on norms, rather than
normative instruments.
For the UN to be a source of norms requires that its very diverse membership finds and/or constructs common
ground amongst one another. In this regard, it can be recognised as an historical victory for the issue of
journalism safety to have become a matter for consensus resolutions over the past six years. Certainly, behind
such norm-building is the state of international relations of power, as well as prevailing ideological perspectives.
In this case, one can posit that norms that journalists should be free and safe are partly liberal in character 2, and
that this is aided in part by the strong winds of economic neoliberalism which have given impetus to unfettered
media activities and the assumption that free flows of information should not be interfered with. At the same
time, norms about safety in particular are also predicated upon the acknowledgement that states have the
primary responsibility to secure all persons from arbitrary violence and to punish those who commit such crimes.
This presumption about the state’s role vis-à-vis safety is therefore such that even where some states may still
imprison or otherwise restrict journalists, it has nevertheless been possible to agree shared standards concerning
their responsibility as custodians of the rule of law, and that extra-judicial killings of journalists, even when
committed by state agents, are contrary to the public authority and legitimacy of the state more broadly.
In addition, it can be proposed that the safety issue is also based on the general international interest (even if
not always shared by a given government as regards an internal domestic situation). This interest is in journalists
being able to ensure that comprehensive news and analysis can enter into the information menu that is available
to governments. Each of these authorities objectively needs to operate in an informed manner within a globalised
world.
In this light, it would be erroneous to reduce the UN’s normative work in this area to particular political and
economic power interests, or to see it as an imposed Western liberal hegemony. Safety is not only a cross-cutting
but also a universal matter. In this regard, one can note how the range of attacks on journalists is escalating in
all countries. This reduces any implicit potential for a country’s poor record on safety and impunity to be
weaponised against them by other countries. Accordingly, the poorer performance of some countries in protecting
journalists is not something that the others can use to claim supremacy over the former. If indeed states did
perceive safety as something enabling others to ‘beat them up upon’, then they would not have agreed to the
host of UN resolutions to date.
In other words, it is credible to assess developments as showing that norms for the safety of journalists have had
the potential to transcend political differences (internationally and even within countries), even if we cannot
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ignore increasing challenges to the norms that journalists should not be attacked and that it is wrong for impunity
to prevail.
However, if these norms remain intact at this point in time, the reality of current attacks on journalists’ safety in
practice demonstrates that between norms and their material existence in terms of institutionalised systems and
practical behaviours, large asymmetries exist. Arguably when this imbalance becomes too great, the result is
instability which in turn may prompt changes aimed at a new alignment. This assertion is not to operate with a
functionalist view which would imply that society operates in terms of seeking an inherent equilibrium. Rather, it
is to highlight the ongoing contradictions and potential trajectories of norms in the face of tensions with material
realities. Specifically, for this article, it can be posited that global normative standards on journalism safety
provide the reference point for restructuring reality. Tensions therefore offer opportunities to align the latter with
the former (and not vice versa). This is imperative, given that there are clear attempts worldwide to shift the
norms closer to the reality such that attacks on journalists are framed as well-deserved retaliative (or preemptive) measures – and presented as steps justifiably taken by ‘victims’ of media who are troublemakers and
‘enemies of the people’. Norms about impunity for attacks on journalists are also being counterbalanced by other
rationales – such as geopolitics, business ties, and non-interference in sovereign affairs. The challenge therefore
is to reinforce global norms, and to resist attempts to weaken them.
3. Norms and ‘implementation’
A common refrain is that a normative position favouring the safety of journalists is all very well and good, but
meaningless without ‘implementation’. It is indeed the case that behaviours – and reinforcing institutions - are
certainly needed if norms are to endure sustainably and to have effective practical significance. It is also certainly
possible to point to purported or would-be norms that are hollow. Worse, one can also observe ‘norms’ which
constitute pure hypocrisy serving cynical purpose and which - through design or default - work to conceal acts
and omissions that directly contradict the purported precepts of the ‘norm’. Such a recognition of normative
issues as potentially ‘theatre’ is an understandable concern, and it raises the question of whether it even matters
to try and keep norms in place if they have only symbolic – rather than substantive - impact.
However, this article assumes that even those norms that have far less than the desired material significance still
have relevance. A norm, even when weak, is still stronger than a pipe-dream or a worthy objective. Norms set
out an ideal social standard which a community of interest is expected to share and act upon. They are about
what could and should be. The extent to which wider reality diverges from this moral ‘beacon’ is indeed critical,
but it is also a distinct issue. The point is that norms can serve as a lighthouse signalling what acceptable course
of action people are expected to follow. They can also be an inspiration for thought-leaders and activists to
reduce the gap between current reality and the aspiration. To get the measure of the importance of this, consider
the scenario of social arrangements that lack general accord on broad norms for freedom of expression, or
consider a scenario of dominant norms that even promote and justify violence against journalists. We can recall
that slavery was once a living and effective norm which gave legitimacy to massive violations of human rights;
fortunately, today society has moved on to different norms about that particular abuse of power. Against this
backdrop, the safety of journalists as a set of norms, albeit it that they are under threat and also widely violated
in practice, nevertheless constitute a valuable achievement worth defending. They are positioned in dynamic
history. And if they can go backwards, then at least they can also go forwards; they can also go wider rather than
narrower. As such, norms on the safety of journalists are a pivot upon which practical progress can be
institutionally leveraged.
Relevant to the discussion that follows below is another issue concerning norms and ‘reality’, namely that it would
be mistaken to counterpose global norms with national ‘implementation’ (i.e. reinforcing actions and institutions
at the national level). This is because both norms and their material underpinnings are as necessary at the global
level, as at national levels. Therefore, it is logical to consider both the alignment between national norms and
global norms, and to assess the actions and institutions at both levels which could help give substance to the
respective norms in each.
A final relevant point to make in terms of the focus of this article concerns the resonance of norms with reality in
terms of the perceptions of proportionate correspondence. For example, public perceptions may be that most
journalists are killed in armed conflict situations, which then points to a particular range of risks and possible
remedies. However, 55% of killings in 2017 have not been in countries that experiencing armed conflict,
according to the 2018 report of the UNESCO Director General to the intergovernmental council of UNESCO’s
International Programme for the Development of Communication (UNESCO, 2018c). Such killings in these
countries may be the ‘canary in the coalmine’, i.e. serving as a harbingers that signal societal situations that are
or could be in descent towards widescale violent conflict. This is evidently a very important consideration, but it is
also a different one. The main point being made here is that perceptions need to be aligned to national or local
realities if norms linked to them are to relate to the actual risks and remedies appropriate to the context. This in
turn points to the strong significance of monitoring and raising awareness, which is elaborated later in this article.
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To elaborate this argument, we can note that at a global count, more than 1000 journalists were killed in the last
decade and a great many more have been subjected to other forms of violence and intimidation. This is a global
problem given, inter alia, that the world’s citizens, not just the people in the affected countries, need the
knowledge that would have otherwise been generated by these journalists (and their intimidated peers). But from
a national point of view, things may be perceived in different ways, depending on the situations in each given
country or locality. Where safety of journalists is not a perceived to be problem, the norm that journalistic
expression can be safely exercised may be taken for granted to the extent of often being invisible. The issue then
simply does not call out for conscious attention. No special governmental or other efforts are needed to promote
and actualise it within that particular country. Safety is assumed to be a foreign policy issue concerning distant
lands. However, the question can be asked whether indeed there are such places on earth where local journalism
safety is entirely without problems. Relevant to answering this is the character or public knowledge of the identity
and quantum of the problem. Compare these two situations: one where journalists’ safety is seen as a problem
mainly involving risks faced by (male) (Western) foreign correspondents in war-torn countries; a second situation
where people are aware of the growing volume of abuse and threat directed at local journalists through digital
communications, including via vicious trolling and threats of a misogynistic and racist nature. The consequences
for normative and institutional development in the two situations are different. What this issue of perceptions tells
us is that at local level, the identification, monitoring and visibility of the problems of journalistic safety can
constitute important influences as to the potential for normative and institutional progress, stasis, or regress.
4. Normative consolidation at global level: The UN and safety of journalists
Since the endorsement of the UN Plan of Action on the Safety of Journalists and the Issue of Impunity by the UN
Chief Executives Board in 2012, by October 2018 there had been no less than 15 resolutions passed at UN bodies
in New York, Geneva and Paris - representing concordance by the respective agglomeration of member states’
delegations in these various fora. Detailed study of the coalitions driving these resolutions, and the debates
behind the final outcomes would be illuminating about the mix of advocates and their intentions, and similarly
about those actors who are less happy with the attention. It is not possible to provide this depth of information in
this article. However, leaving aside analysis of the normative ‘inputs’, it is worth signalling from the point of view
of ‘outputs’ that one such resolution in 2013 saw the UN General Assembly declare a special day on the global
calendar to be dedicated to a key dimension of safety of journalists, namely the lack of justice for victims of
attacks. This recognition took the form of 2 November being chosen as the date for the International Day to End
Impunity for Crimes against Journalists. To this extent, the promotion of norms of justice for attacked journalists
is a regular feature during the annual commemorations worldwide of the International Day to End Impunity for
Crimes Against Journalists on 2 November3.
Even extending into the realm of global Internet governance, the 2015 High Level Meeting of the UN General
Assembly on the review of the World Summit on the Information Society included a call for the protection of
journalists. For its part, UNESCO has acted to reinforce global norms through a variety of ways including the
annual declarations arising from the global commemoration of World Press Freedom Day each 3 May, and events
organised around the 2 November “Impunity Day”. As another output, and as discussed later in this article, the
new UN norms for what constitutes sustainable development also now contain reference to safety of journalists.
These strides in highlighting, at the international normative level, that journalists should be able to work in safety
have been accompanied by many parallel normative actions. Regional organisations like the OSCE, the Council of
Europe and the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights have also passed strong resolutions in the past five
years. Not only state-based international entities have strengthened safety norms internationally, other sectors
have also made important contributions. For example, the International Press Institute (IPI), in cooperation with
the Al Jazeera Media Network, the International News Safety Institute (INSI) and the Africa Media Initiative (AMI)
have elaborated an International Declaration on the Protection of Journalists. 4 The International Federation of
Journalists is seeking an international convention on the protection of journalists. The partnership known as “A
Culture of Safety” has produced global principles for the safety of freelance journalists. International NGOs such
as Reporters Sans Frontières and the Committee to Protect Journalists systematically publish normatively-relevant
materials that promote press freedom and safety of journalists, and the NGO Article 19 has also been especially
active in advocacy around UN resolutions.
The international normative level is significant in its own right, and indeed can have influential normative
relevance for various individual countries (as will be elaborated below). At the same time, it is also evident that
the establishment of such international and regional norms on safety does not inexorably ‘trickle down’ to
national level nor that such norms exist equally at the level of the various UN member states. For instance, the
Implementation Strategy of the UN Plan urges national leaders to publicly condemn attacks on journalists in their
3
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territory, and the same call is made in the 2018 Human Rights Council resolution (Human Rights Council, 2018).
Although this public condemnation at country level does not happen in many cases, the international norm is
such that the UNESCO Director-General has a mandate from the UNESCO Member States to issue public
condemnations in the wake of fatal attacks, and this practice is well-established (even if not always popular with
those who might prefer the matter to be ‘swept under the carpet’). In multiple or especially grave cases, the UN
Secretary General also speaks out on safety–related issues, as well as on key international days. The point here is
that the issue of national resonance is a distinct issue which does not detract from the formulation and
reinforcement of international and regional norms, even if there is an interrelationship between the levels.
Worth elaborating for this article is the relatively new development signalled above, whereby the importance of
safety of journalists has also come to be recognised normatively within the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals.
This is as a result in part of advocacy by UNESCO on mandate of member states in the Organisation’s
International Programme for the Development of Communication (IPDC), and through partnership with the Global
Forum for Media Development. Concretely, the advance has been the acceptance of safety of journalists as a
valid indicator for assessing if the world is indeed making progress towards the sustainable development, in
particular in relation to target 16.10 - “public access to information and fundamental freedoms in accordance with
national legislation and international agreements”. The norms for what issues count as international
‘development’ did not include this issue under the earlier Millennium Development Goals. 5 Particularly interesting
in regard to the Sustainable Development Goals is the definition of indicators for assessing progress (or not)
towards achieving Target 16.10. These indicators have been agreed by the UN Statistical Commission which is
elected by the Member States, and they have subsequently been endorsed by the UN General Assembly. One of
the two indicators for 16.10 is this: “Number of verified cases of killing, kidnapping, enforced disappearance,
arbitrary detention and torture of journalists, associated media personnel, trade unionists and human rights
advocates in the previous 12 months”. In practice, this indicator is in effect a normative elaboration (albeit
partial) of what constitutes safety, and its metadata provides further granularity. Reference to this indicator in the
2018 Human Rights Council resolution added the words “other harmful acts” to the list of the types of attacks
covered under the rubric of challenges to journalistic safety that are important matters for assessing this
dimension of sustainable development.
Monitoring progress or otherwise under this indicator is done under auspices of the UN Office of the High
Commissioner on Human Rights which drafts the UN’s report on global trends in relation to this indicator.
UNESCO is a contributing agency that provides the data as regards the situation of journalists and associated
media personnel. A later section of this article elaborates further the potential of 16.10.1 to help influence the
‘development agenda’ at country level – both in terms of norms and sustainable mechanisms around safety of
journalists. The point to note here is the emergence of safety issues and monitoring thereof as new elements that
have an authoritative claim to be part of the normative frame of development discourse.
5. International norms – and international ‘implementation’
Both driving, and responding to, the normative achievements at the international level, many actors are also
engaged at this level in terms of practical actions (eg. organising, awareness-raising, advocacy) and institutionbuilding to ensure effective ‘implementation’ and sustainability of established norms in the extra-national space.
For instance, a number of UN body Member State delegations in New York, Geneva and Paris (as well as in
Vienna at the OSCE) have formed groups of “Friends of the Safety of Journalists”, which keep the issues aloft and
ongoing. In the UN system, a network of focal points amongst relevant UN organisations is active, shares
information and harmonises inter-agency actions. UNESCO operates a global programme to train judges, law
enforcement officers and military personnel on their roles in ensuring the safety of journalists, covering two
continents (Latin America and Africa) as of mid-2018. The Council of Europe has set up a special monitoring
system based on complaints channelled by representative organisations of the media. The African Union in 2017
announced the creation of a working group on safety of journalists.
In recent years, civil society organisations have been enhancing their institutional co-operation on safety of
journalists at international level such as through a joint input into the 2017 UNESCO-led consultation on
strengthening the UN Plan (see below). In 2018, the same organisations identified particular countries where it
makes sense for one of them to play a lead or co-ordinating role in regard to each other. A coalition of NGOs led
by Reporters Sans Frontières and the Committee to Protect Journalists has been advocating for a special
representative in the office of the UN Secretary General to strengthen UN work on safety. In response, the UN
Secretary General has nominated an undersecretary to be his focal point on the issue. For their part, a number
of academics have joined forces in the Journalism Safety Research Network, and starting in 2016 they have
convened research conferences alongside the annual global World Press Freedom Conference. The research
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group on Media, War and Conflict at the Oslo Metropolitan University hosted its fourth annual academic
conference on safety of journalists in 2018.
All this normative and practical progress in international terms may have helped to slow attacks on journalists.
But it has certainly not halted them. At physical, psychological and digital levels, attacks are growing across a
range of fronts, including with particular dimensions concerning women in journalism. This appalling situation is
not unrelated to the reality that while the international can impact on the national level, it is self-evidently not the
same as the national level. And it is at the national level where attacks occur, and where national responses are
needed.
6. Norms, monitoring and the 2017 consultation to strengthen the UN Plan of Action on the Safety
of Journalists and the Issue of Impunity
Noting advances but recognising the need for more impact, UNESCO and the UN Office of the High Commissioner
on Human Rights led a process in 2017 to reinforce and elaborate norms as well as the actions that can underpin
and help implement such norms.6 With a particular focus on gender dimensions, a worldwide consultation was
conducted with the aim being to make the UN Plan stronger. A concept note for a conference convened as part of
the consultation noted: “Since the UN Plan of Action was elaborated, there have been important advancements
and achievements in the area of safety of journalists. In spite of these gains and the momentum created, there
continues to be a pressing need for protection for journalists and to combat the prevailing climate of impunity for
violations of their human rights. This is further exacerbated by the extension of safety and impunity issues into
the digital environment.” (UNESCO 2017a). The consultation process elicited numerous contributions from civil
society and the newspaper industry, as well as various individuals and member states.
The Consultation Report produced at the end of the exercise (UNESCO 2017b) covers the achievements,
challenges, lessons learnt and way forward concerning the roles of the UN system, UN member states, regional
intergovernmental bodies, civil society, media, internet intermediaries and academia. In a series of “options” set
out in the Outcome Document (UNESCO 2017c:3), UNESCO in particular is urged to “continue to strengthen and
improve UN’s normative work on safety of journalists, such as through providing leadership on themes for
commemorations of relevant international days and publicising UNESCO’s statistics on safety and impunity”. The
2018 resolution by the UN Human Rights Council recalled the options emerging from the Consultation, and many
of its own action points for both norms and practices echoed the Outcome Document (Human Rights Council,
2018). Of further relevance to the issue of normative work, the Report on the consultation (UNESCO, 2017b) also
described three areas of interventions which elaborate on how and where norms of journalists’ safety should
impact if they are to be effective:


Prevention of violence against journalists: steps to reduce the risk or incidence of attacks, including



Protection of journalists in danger: measures to be taken when the risk of an attack materialises, and



Prosecution of perpetrators: actions applied after a threat or an attack, which aim to bring the

ensuring an enabling environment that contributes to a climate that helps to prevent attacks.
which enable the individual to continue to do his or her work safely.
perpetrator(s) to justice and curb the cycle of impunity.

It is evident that norms - both international and national - will play a key role in the issue of prevention. It is also
evident that norms can also impact strongly on the extent to which there is global and domestic public opinion
that gives priority to the pursuit and prosecution of perpetrators of attacks. A norm that resources should be
mobilised and deployed to protect journalists at risk is also significant. While it is evident from the Consultation
Report that norms are a necessary though insufficient condition for impact, the further development of
elaborated norms on each of the three dimensions – and at global as well as national levels - could contribute to
an overall foundation upon which various actions and institutional mechanisms can be built. For instance,
elaboration of the norm of protection could highlight public expectations of media owners on the one hand, and
police services on the other, concerning the recognition and fulfilment of each group’s respective obligations and
duties for journalists to work in safety.
What is also clear from the Consultation Report is that monitoring is essential so that information becomes
available about the need for prevention, protection and prosecution – i.e. in order to underpin the related (sub)norms on these three dimensions. It is also clear that such information is needed for knowledge that can fuel
any institutional systems that could be set up (or improved) so as to ensure practical responses (eg. determining
who needs protection, or driving prosecution strategies, etc.). In other words, to the extent that effective actions
rest upon elaborated norms (with eg. norms on prevention, protection and prosecution), these actions in turn rest
upon a continuing supply of information. The Consultation Report sums it up like this: “Research, monitoring and
analysis are essential to understand the magnitude, character and causes of the safety issues; to develop
informed programmatic responses; and to evaluate progress” (UNESCO, 2017b: 4). This recognition has received
6
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additional normative resonance in UN resolutions and elsewhere, as further presented below. The significance is
that a norm of monitoring and the setting in place of related material steps for this to happen are now ripe for
consolidation. As discussed in the next section, the SDG 16.10.1 indicator on safety of journalists may provide
further opportunities for national-level norms and practices about monitoring as part of, and as a prelude to,
strengthened norms and systems covering prevention, protection and prosecution on the ground in a given
country.
Significantly, the Consultation Report singles out media owners, editors and journalists as lacking understanding
and engagement with the struggles to secure the safety of journalists. It appears therefore that the overall norm
is not yet very influential in this sector, nor in regard to media actors proactively working to reinforce norms and
systematically contributing to prevention, protection, prosecution and monitoring. The Outcome Document that
accompanies the Consultation Report is pertinent in this respect: Relevant to media at both national and
international levels, it encourages expanded coverage of attacks against journalists (UNESCO, 2017c:9). This is a
norm that calls out for socialisation within this sector (See Pukallu and Harrison, 2014).
Internet intermediaries are assessed briefly in the consultation’s Outcome Document, although without reference
to national level roles. These entities are urged, however, to “recognise, through public statements and internal
policy, the risk to society and to their own business models, of online attacks directed against journalists,
including hacking, Distributed Denial of Service (DDOS) attacks on websites, cyberbullying, trolling, doxing and
illegal surveillance“ (UNESCO. 2017c:9).
As regards academics, the consultation proposes identifying research gaps, greater synergies with UNESCO and
media, and creating a system to inform UN Plan stakeholders about new research results. Not much attention,
however, is given to academics in relation to the monitoring imperative.
7. Unpacking the emphasis on national norms and sustainable institutional mechanisms
Overall, the UN Plan 2017 consultation points at the international level to continued work in reinforcing and
elaborating norms amongst stakeholder groups. It also strongly encourages that there should be more attention
to the national theatre of engagement, potentially through work that can strengthen both the normative and
other material aspects (institutional and practical) of protecting journalists where indeed they directly face most
attacks.
As noted above, the Consultation Report gives much attention to the need for work at the national level on
monitoring, prevention, protection and prosecution. It specifically registers a difficulty at the national level.
“Generally, the socialisation and adoption of the UN Plan at the national level, such as in UNDAFs 7, has been
limited” (UNESCO, 2017b:9). Need, and potential, for country-level work is recorded through recommendations
about how awareness-raising can be strengthened. The Consultation Report states: “The UN system could also
consider a focus on how to build public opinion, as well as more commitment at the national level.” (UNESCO,
2017b:40). A link is made between geospatial levels in the sentence: “All stakeholders are encouraged to:
Continue and heighten awareness of the existence of the UN Plan, its Implementation Strategy and ongoing
activities aligned to its framework; and highlight how the initiative encourages multi-stakeholder co-operation at
global, regional and national levels” (UNESCO, 2017b:30).
The Consultation Report also goes beyond the normative to address practical measures at national level. For
example, it speaks about the need for UNESCO to encourage governments to designate senior officials as focal
points on safety, and for UNESCO to provide training to relevant officials. It further urges UNESCO to strengthen
work with Member States in terms of “draft laws, media law reform and national mechanisms dealing with safety
issues which address monitoring, prevention, protection and prosecution” (UNESCO, 2017b:3).
In addition, the Consultation Report mentions that civil society contributors identify the need for country-level
adaptations of good practices, in order to take into account the specificity of any given local context. “A further
lesson learnt is that impact at country level can only be achieved if coordination efforts are managed by
competent individuals and institutions,” the Report notes. In addition: “Civil society would like to see, and
support, better coordination and synergies on the ground between different stakeholders in establishing
nationally-owned protection mechanisms with clearly defined and competent leadership responsibilities attached
to key institutions/individuals.” (UNESCO, 2017b: 26). Among the options that the Outcome Document cites for
civil society to consider is this: “Continue to support capacity-building for Member States and the media to
improve the safety of journalists“ (UNESCO, 2017c:8).
What all this amounts to is putting more emphasis on linking the progress at international level to the challenge
of advancing safety at the national level, both in terms of norms and supporting/implementing mechanisms. As is
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argued below, a powerful potential way to do this is offered by the Sustainable Development Goals and the
associated monitoring system.
8. The SDG agenda and indicator 16.10.1
The SDG agenda is intended as a universal imperative, given the internationally interdependent character of
many of the issues that are addressed (including the global relevance of public access to information,
fundamental freedoms, and by extension, the safety of journalists). Since 2016, the performance of countries in
relation to SDGs has been assessed at the global level, and in global terms, with an annual report from the UN
Secretary General and a High Level Political Forum (HLPF) of volunteer countries presenting their progress at the
UN General Assembly each year. During 2019, the HLPF will consider the extent of progress (or not) on SDG 16
(and three other SDGs), which in principle (though not necessarily in practice) includes SDG 16.10 and indicator
SDG 16.10.1. A total of 51 countries have volunteered for this review. 8
It is unclear whether the global normative climate is such that, amongst the many SDGs and the many aspects of
SDG 16 ‘on the table’, the issue of safety of journalists will get much attention. However, to the extent that
attention is drawn, interested countries will evidently need to have information about their national trends in this
area over recent years.
It may be possible that such information reporting in 2019 (and beyond), and both to the UN as well as national
stakeholders, could range from government’s normative contribution to 16.10 internationally (eg. supporting
resolutions, being members of Groups of Friends), through to their normative role at home (eg. participating in
Impunity Day events on 2 November; resolutions passed in national parliaments). Going further, it may also be
that governments could report on practical steps to back up and implement the norms so as to achieve a
reduction in the number of verified cases of attacks as per the kinds covered in the SDG 16.10.1 indicator.
It is also the case, however, that states can elaborate additional indicators at national level – for instance, they
may wish to report on their co-operation with UNESCO concerning the monitoring of judicial process following
killings and the extent to which impunity is being overcome. Some may wish to explain how they are dealing, and
intend to deal, with issues such as harassment of women journalists online. In all this, participating states would
be following the option of the Outcome Document of the 2017 UN Plan consultation (UNESCO, 2017c:6), which
urges governments to “Advance monitoring and reporting on SDG 16.10.1”. The same document encourages
governments to expand or elaborate the norm of safety to “ensure that monitoring and reporting efforts include
the digital, physical and psychological safety of journalists, and incorporate gender-sensitive analysis…“.
It can be noted that the consultation Outcome Document options include items such as States ensuring the
integration safety of journalists into national development frameworks under the 2030 Development Agenda.
States are also invited to “upgrade information-gathering and monitoring systems on the safety of journalists to
serve as a knowledge base for strengthening national law and policy as well as for reporting to relevant UN
mechanisms such as the UPR 9“ (UNESCO, 2017c:5). As regards UNESCO’s potential role, the Outcome Document
encourages the Organisation to build national capacities upon request by a Member State and to “strengthen
reporting and responses to the UNESCO Director-General’s requests for information.” (UNESCO, 2017c:4). This
was normatively reinforced by resolution C/61 adopted at UNESCO’s 39th General Conference of its 195 Member
States in December 2017 (UNESCO 2017d). The resolution called on States to “strengthen voluntary
implementation of the UN Plan of Action on the Safety of Journalists and the Issue of Impunity at country level,
including through capacity building and the establishment of national safety mechanisms to prevent, protect
against, and prosecute attacks on journalists and to combat impunity.” It further encouraged Member States “to
carry out, on a voluntary basis, national monitoring of Sustainable Development Goal indicator 16.10.1 on the
safety of journalists, in the context of the implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development”, and
it requested the Director-General to support Member States in this process.
In 2017, the UN General Assembly called for “regular monitoring and reporting of attacks against journalists; (d)
collecting and analysing concrete quantitative and qualitative data on attacks or violence against journalists, that
are disaggregated by, among other factors, sex;” (UNGA 2017).
In similar vein, the resolution of the Human Rights Council (2018), urged states to proceed with “(e)stablishing or
enhancing information-gathering and monitoring mechanisms, such as databases, to permit the collecting,
analysis and reporting of concrete quantitative and qualitative disaggregated data on threats, attacks or violence
against journalists”.
In November 2018, UNESCO’s IPDC encouraged “Member States who have not done so, to appoint a focal point
on the issue of safety of journalists and impunity with the remit to coordinate the monitoring of the safety of
8
9
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journalists as part of Member States’ fulfillment of SDG 16, Target 10, and to report nationally and internationally
through the appropriate channels and in collaboration with relevant national authorities” (UNESCO 2018d).
Embedded in all this encouragement of monitoring is implicit awareness of the potential power of norms
elaborated at global level, and the importance of international institutions (in this case UNESCO), providing
support at national level particularly in regard to the opportunity of SDG 16.10.1. Monitoring and reporting are a
foundation for other practical systems to address prevention, protection and prosecution, and to make progress
on safety of journalists.
9. Summing up
Despite the immense challenges around the world, the evolution of global norms in relation to the safety of
journalists has strengthened significantly at international level in recent years, and particularly within the SDGs.
International institutionalisation to advance and implement these norms has also advanced in terms of material
steps taken across a range of constituencies. Recognition and actions in favour of journalists’ safety by
international private actors, especially among media and key Internet intermediaries, appears to be less
developed, and given their role as conduits of journalism they still have much room to join in with increased
normative and practical steps of their own.
How such international normative developments and their material underpinnings impact at national level is
where ‘the rubber hits the road’. The role of national actors is fundamental to advancing the package of norms
and practical actions/institutions on safety. Duty bearers at national level include the state first and foremost,
followed by private sector leaders such as media managers and local representatives of Internet intermediaries.
An encouraging sign of progress at national level has been greater awareness and sensitivity to the issues of
safety of journalists by states. One indicator of this has been the steady increase in responses by UNESCO
Member States to the annual requests by the Organisation for information about judicial process following the
killing of journalists. These responses rose from 27% in 2014 to 74% in 2017. States are thus visibly becoming
more attuned to the importance of the global norm, and have been setting up systems of greater or lesser
institutional sustainability and elaboration in order for them to take part in the global monitoring conducted by
UNESCO. However, as evidence that norms and performance can also fluctuate, the 2018 Report of the UNESCO
Director-General noted a decline in the response rate for this year to 64% (UNESCO, 2018). Nevertheless, with
the opportunity of monitoring and reporting on SDG 16.10.1, and using the resulting information and knowledge,
it may now be possible for actions to further develop local norms and practical steps to effectively monitor safety
for journalists as a foundation for other systems. Such a result would aid sustainable development and the
evolution of Knowledge Societies.
The extent to which normative and accompanying measures by states as the main duty bearers to protect
journalists at country level will make a difference in coming years cannot easily be predicted. Shortfalls or
deviations from the norm may represent the reality of power on the ground, including the political will, interest
and capacity of state bodies. The transactional costs and benefits of reinforcing safety norms, and ensuring
practical compliance with them, will become more and more evident over time in any given country – and with
potential repercussions on the international norm and its underpinnings. Progress at the international level needs
to be maintained, and it also needs to be leveraged more at the national level so as to strengthen norms about
monitoring in an institutionalised way in each country, especially using the SDG opportunity. And any such
progress in these matters then needs to feed further into elaborated norms and systems for prevention,
protection and prosecution at the national level.
There will no doubt be situations where some states still do not monitor safety of journalists, nor build norms,
institutions and practices on this issue. This may be due in part, for example, to vested interests seeking to
suppress journalism about corruption or human rights abuses. Alternatively, it may be more of a matter of
administrative dysfunctionality and insufficient capacity. In all these cases, not just international actors, but local
change agents can use the opportunity of the SDGs to try and transform the situation. A powerful entry point is
monitoring as a means to produce systematic information in order to fuel normative advocacy and guide
institution building. Media actors, civil society and academics have a large part to play in this – both as individual
constituencies and by working together.
When journalists are not safe, it is a sign that society is losing out on public information, and that an increase on
attacks on journalists may portend further deterioration of the wider civil context as well. On the other hand,
successful work to improve the right of journalists to work without fear or illegitimate restriction, such as
monitoring under 16.10.1, can contribute to a bigger picture of normative and practical progress.
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Kurzfassung: Die Situation afghanischer Journalisten hat sich infolge einer Vielzahl von Bedrohungen

verschlechtert. Sie arbeiten in einer Situation, die durch geringe Bildung und Medienkompetenz der Bevölkerung
geprägt ist. Bedrohungen durch die Taliban und andere Aufständische lassen viele Journalisten, in ständiger
Angst zu leben. Dieser Artikel basiert auf Interviews mit 28 afghanischen Journalisten. Sie berichten, dass sie
weniger bereit sind, Risiken einzugehen, als zuvor, und ihre Redakteure sind dies noch weniger. In
Medieninstitutionen sind Routinen bei weitem nicht immer vorhanden, und etliche Journalisten haben keine
notwendige Sicherheitsausrüstung erhalten. Fast alle berichten von einem posttraumatischen Belastungssyndrom,
einige haben sogar körperliche Schäden erlitten. Abschließend stellen wir fest, dass sich afghanische Journalisten
in einem Balanceakt zwischen gewalttätigen Aufständischen, unterdrückenden Behörden und Medienbesitzern
befinden.

Abstract: Afghan journalists have been experiencing a deteriorating situation, due to a multitude of threats. They

operate in a situation of low popular literacy, as well as low media literacy. Threats from Taliban and other
insurgents cause many journalists to live in constant fear. This article is based on interviews with 28 Afghan
journalists. They report that they are less willing to take risks than before, their editors even less so. Routines are
far from always in place in media institutions, and quite a few journalists have not received necessary security
equipment. Almost all report experiencing post-traumatic stress syndrome, some have even experienced physical
harm. We conclude by stating that Afghan journalists are caught in a balancing act, facing powerful violent
insurgents, oppressive authorities and media owners.
1. Introduction
Afghanistan has become one of the most dangerous countries in the world for journalists and media workers.1 In
Reporters Without Borders’ (RSF) Press Freedom Index for 2017, the country is ranked number 120 out of 180,
the same as in 2016. 2 Media workers receive threats from officials and face a situation where there is a lack of
access to information to assure accurate reporting, not least on sensitive issues such as corruption. 3 Extremists
threaten journalists, as they increasingly want them silenced and their media closed.
The current situation calls for more research on how Afghan journalists cope. This article first presents an
overview of the situation for journalism in Afghanistan, including the media landscape and its history, then
summarizes relevant studies of Afghan journalists, and third, gives the results of this study, based on interviews
with 28 reporters from a variety of regions, ethnicities, and media outlets, including both female and male
professionals. Our main research question is the following: How do Afghan journalists view their professional
safety? We conclude by summing up the challenges faced by reporters in a country where the security situation
has gone from bad to worse, while experiencing closures of media outlets and an exodus of media workers.
2. Background
The first newspaper published in Afghanistan, Shamsunnahar, was established in 1873. The ten years from 18741883 witnessed an initial growth of media in Afghanistan. The country gained full independence from Britain in
1919, and during the rule of King Amanullah (1919-1929) the first press law was passed, radio broadcasting
started, and the first publication for women, Ershadun-naswan, was established. Starting in the 1940s, some
independent media appeared, and during the democratic decade from 1964 to 1973 4, political parties set up their
own newspapers, private media grew, and independent media were recognized by the Press Law (1964). The
Soviet occupation imposed its particular partyline censorship (Majrooh 1987). After a period of post-Soviet civil
war (1992-1996), the Taliban (1996-2001) introduced a period of darkness with hardly any mass media at all.

1

http://www.dailyinfographic.com/10-most-dangerous-countries-for-journalists Afghanistan is one of the ten most dangerous
countries, based on statistics from 2000-2015. In 2017, it was ranked 3rd by RSF.
2
https://rsf.org/en/afghanistan Accessed 20.10.2017
3
Afghanistan ranks 177 out of 180 on Transparency International’s Corruption Perceptions Index 2017:
https://www.transparency.org/country/AFG Accessed 20.09.2018
4
Afghanistan introduced universal suffrage in 1964, and elections were held in 1965.
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After the fall of the Taliban in 2001, free media and freedom of expression have largely been regarded as a
success story.
But the realization of such values depends on a safe environment where journalists do not live in constant fear of
reprisals when doing their work. The media environment is changing, however, in an “extensive transition
process involving politics, economics – and digitization” (Carlsson & Pöythäri 2017:13). Part of these changes are
due to the ways global powers – be they military alliances between states or terrorist networks – worsen the
security situation for citizens in different countries. Media researchers should take these contexts into account in
their analyses of journalism performance (see also Freedman & Thussu 2012). “Achieving ‘press freedom’ and
developing ‘independent media’ are not necessarily interchangeable concepts” (Kalathil 2011). As donations dry
up and media houses subsequently close their doors, prospects for independent media diminish, while formally,
press freedom may at least partly survive. This seems to be the case in Afghanistan. More than 200 media
outlets, including TV and radio stations, news agencies and newspapers, have been shut down since 2014, mostly
due to security and financial problems. 5
3. Forty years of war
Afghanistan has been ravaged by violent conflict and war for almost forty years since the coup d’état by the PDPA
(People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan, the pro-Soviet communist party) in 1978. More than two-thirds of
Afghanistan’s population are less than 25 years old. 6 This means that the overwhelming majority of its citizens
have not experienced a peaceful period in their lifetime, although they may have heard nostalgic accounts from
their parents and grandparents, recalling particularly the last period of the long reign by King Mohammad Zahir
Shah (1933 – 1973).7 The violent conflict, however, has lasted much longer, partly due to the country’s
geopolitical situation and more recently to its valiant struggle against colonialism in three Anglo-Afghan wars
(Eide & Skaufjord 2014).
It would be preposterous to label Afghanistan a ‘post-conflict country’ (Eide 2016a). Currently, a variety of
different ‘opposition forces’ threaten the country’s stability. The Taliban, being the largest group (including the
partly independent Haqqani network), controls8 large parts of the country, particularly in the South-East, but their
presence is being felt in most of the country’s 34 provinces. IS has gained control over pockets close to the
Afghan-Pakistani border, mostly in Nangarhar and Kunar provinces, and have claimed to be responsible for
violent attacks in Kabul and Jalalabad in 2018. In spite of extensive Western involvement to quell terrorism, post
9-11 (the US alone is said to have spent more than a trillion dollars 9), the situation has developed from relatively
hopeful to one of severe risk. Symptoms of this development are the large numbers of Afghans leaving the
country each year. In 2015 and 2016, approximately 203,000 Afghans arrived in Germany alone. 10 The exodus of
journalists is comparatively small, but according to estimates (Nai), around 500 have left the country since 2014.
In addition, the number of international reporters based in Afghanistan is dwindling, and international news
bureaus in Afghanistan are almost exclusively staffed by local journalists (O’Donnell 2018). More than 100 million
dollars have been spent to support media infrastructure and training of Afghan journalists, according to Relly and
Zanger (2016, numbers from 2012), and the number is probably higher now.
4. Media landscape
Although the biggest political support for media and freedom of expression in Afghanistan dates from the years
after 2001, freedom of expression was already recognized in the 1964 constitution. But beginning with the 1973
coup d’état and throughout various wars, Afghan journalism has been subject to a variety of restrictions. The
Afghan Constitution (2004) and the current Mass Media Law (2015) recognize freedom of expression and media
freedom in Afghanistan.11 In 2018, Afghanistan had 96 operational TV stations, including about 20 run by the
5

According to Nai Supporting Open Media in Afghanistan, a media advocacy and training organization, which keeps track of
media development and journalist safety.
6
http://afghanistan.unfpa.org/node/15227 Accessed 23.10.2017
7
His cousin, Daoud, took power in a fairly peaceful coup d‘état in 1973.
8
NYT 23.08.2017: https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2017/08/23/world/asia/afghanistan-us-taliban-isis-control.html
9
https://www.thebalance.com/cost-of-afghanistan-war-timeline-economic-impact-4122493;
https://www.forbes.com/sites/niallmccarthy/2017/08/24/the-financial-cost-of-u-s-involvement-in-afghanistaninfographic/#540dddf61ee3.
10
https://www.afghanistan-analysts.org/afghan-exodus-afghan-asylum-seekers-in-europe-3-case-study-germany/ Accessed
18.10.2017
11
Article 34 of the Constitution states: “Freedom of expression shall be inviolable. Every Afghan shall have the right to express
thoughts through speech, writing, illustrations as well as other means in accordance with provisions of this constitution. Every
Afghan shall have the right, according to provisions of law, to print and publish on subjects without prior submission to state
authorities. Directives related to the press, radio and television as well as publications and other mass media shall be regulated
by law.”
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government; 190 radio stations and 231 print outlets, including 26 dailies around the country (Nai 2018). Many of
them are controlled by political actors (Relly & Zanger 2016, Cary 2012), some by warlords with their particular
agendas. Media outlets such as the Sepehr, Watan and Watandar TV stations are currently owned by warlords,
including the famous extremist leader Gulbudin Hekmatyar.12 According to the Afghan Mass Media Law,
ownership is either governmental or private.
As for media consumption in the country, 70 per cent report using radio for news and information, 66 per cent
TV, 42 per cent mobile phone, 12 per cent Internet, and many report obtaining news from mosques (48 per
cent) or the community shura13 (39 per cent) (Warren et al. 2016, 133). Only 11 per cent of all households do
not possess a mobile phone, and only 27 per cent of those who have such phones have Internet access on them
(ibid., 136). Another finding is that the more TV citizens watch, the less confidence they seem to have in the
current government (ibid., 138). More than half the TV viewing population, according to this research, feel that
the National unity government (2015-) is doing a “somewhat bad” or “very bad” job. Afghanistan seems to be a
country whose people greatly distrust their rulers. This is, admittedly, not an unusual phenomenon, but in a
country where the war-weary population has repeatedly been given hopes of better prospects by various external
and internal actors, it may play a more important role than elsewhere.
5. Deaths and threats
Since 2016, at least 40 journalists and media workers have been killed, mostly by Taliban or ISIS (Daesh).14
Although a procedure for journalist security and safety was being developed by the authorities in 2017, it has not
yet been properly implemented. Cases of violence against journalists increased during 2018, and many cases are
attributed to the National Unity government, which took power in 2015.15 Journalists are often treated with verbal
contempt in press conferences hosted by the president and his aides, and this has provoked strong critique from
journalists. In one incident, on a TV show (Ariana TV) the president’s spokesperson called journalists potatosellers. In reaction, many journalists hash-tagged their comments with #yesIamapotatoseller.
After Syria and Mexico, RSF (Reporters without Borders) reported Afghanistan to be the “third deadliest country
in 2017 for violence against media workers”. 16 When it comes to threats and assassinations, figures vary,
according to the criteria used by monitoring organizations. Recent developments call for a reassessment of who is
considered a media worker or journalist (Carlsson & Pöythäri 2017, Eide 2017). When media institutions are
targeted, attackers do not distinguish between journalists and other employees, as shown by the fatal Taliban
attack on the Moby group/Tolo TV in 2016. 17
According to RSF, “By sowing terror, the Taliban and IS/Daesh have created information ‘black holes’ in many
regions since 2015”. It is relatively new that terrorists explicitly target media institutions with their threats and
attacks. At the end of 2015, the Taliban sent ‘advice’ to journalists in Afghanistan:
The Islamic Emirate deems it necessary to once again remind all media outlets operating inside the
country to refrain from biased reporting in their disseminations. Avoid holding a negative attitude […]
Stop scandalous libels against the mujahideen. (As quoted by Lees, 2016)
Lees also reports large-scale self-censorship due to the general risk situation, and adds that local journalists fare
worse and face more threats than international correspondents (ibid.)
An earlier study (Khalvatgar 2014) states that security threats come mainly from Taliban and armed opposition
groups, but also mentions “Shadowy armed groups with unverifiable links” and the government. Relly and Zanger
specifically mention Afghan security forces: since they “are not aware of the legal rights of journalists while they
work on their stories”, they behave reprehensibly and attack them physically (2016: 11). Their informants,
interviewed in 2015, state that “most of the perpetrators of violence were government employees, usually police,
military, and other security forces”, what they also call “proxy actors”, since politicians themselves are rarely
involved in such encounters (ibid. 10). According to these researchers, Taliban, together with other insurgent
groups, represented a “close second”. An IFEX report (2016), based on AFJC (Afghan Journalists Center) figures,
states that government “officials and elements of the Afghan military accounted for many of the attacks [against
12

Hekmatyar, leader of the Hezb-e-Islami party for several decades, recently moved to Kabul and was received there by the
government, after fighting the center since 2001, in close cooperation with the Taliban.
13
“Shura” means local council, traditionally consisting of village or district (male) elders, somewhat similar to Indian
panchayats, but there are differences, for example, some include women and younger members.
14
Numbers from RSF, but including some recent killings, as per the end of September 2018. https://rsf.org/en/news/whopersecutes-journalists-afghanistan
15
By September 2018, 94 cases of violence had been registered with Nai. See also http://nai.org.af/blog/freedom-of-speechstatus-went-worst-in-nug-comparing-to-pervious-government-2/ Accessed 20.10.2017
16
https://www.tolonews.com/afghanistan/afghanistan-‘third-deadliest-country-reporters’ Accessed 18.09.2018
17
See New York Times, 21 Jan 2016: https://www.nytimes.com/2016/01/22/world/asia/afghanistan-tolo-tv-bombing.html
Accessed 18 April 2018
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journalists]”, i.e. 43 percent (82 cases), while Taliban and other “unidentified armed persons” were behind 52
and 34 incidents respectively.
An in-depth study of Afghan photojournalists working for international media outlets, concludes that Afghan
photojournalists perceived that they faced more physical dangers, as well as other material and intangible
disadvantages compared to international photojournalists, and revealed conflicts between ‘locals’ and ‘globals’
over how to cover events in the country (Mitra 2017). Of 18 photojournalists interviewed, 17 reported lack of
security as “part and parcel of being a photojournalist in Afghanistan” (Mitra 2017: 44). Furthermore, the study
revealed five different threats to photojournalists, illustrating in particular the dangers for those who have to
provide visual coverage, often of extremely violent situations. However, some of the points cited below also seem
relevant for ‘ordinary’ journalists, as they often work on several platforms and also provide visual coverage.
The first source of threat perceived by respondents stemmed from their routine work as photojournalists
in a conflict zone, e.g. being vulnerable to injury and death due to their proximity to the many acts of
violence – such as suicide bombings and attacks – that they photographed. The second source of
security threats they identified was Taliban insurgents in Afghanistan. Third, they perceived the Afghan
military, intelligence personnel, as well as police as threats to their security. Officials working for the
Afghan national government were perceived as a fourth source of threat. Finally, respondents identified
the general population in Afghanistan as a source of threat to them because of the distrust of
photography and photographers in Afghan society. (Mitra 2017: 44)
Interestingly, when threats are ranked, the Afghan security forces and Taliban receive about the same number of
confirming statements (ibid.: 45). Some respondents in Mitra’s study report having to go closer to sites of
violence than their foreign colleagues, confirming that ‘local’ journalists are more at risk than foreign reporters,
although the latter receive more general media attention (UNESCO 2017). 18
The vulnerability of Afghan journalists is demonstrated by Relly & Zanger’s study of Kabuli journalists, which
reports that one of their informants stated:
I am sure that if our political situation worsens with Iran, three or four media outlets will be paralyzed,
and hundreds of people are working there. If we get into trouble with the USA, seven or eight outlets
will fail. […] The same way, Pakistan has a lot of [leverage] (Relly & Zanger 2016:15)
Figures and assessments vary; in an overall view, it seems meaningful to speak of a “triple-threat” to
journalism/journalists in Afghanistan: The economic basis for many media is weak and outlets disappear;
journalists are threatened with violence by extremist opposition groups and by government bodies; and a security
situation prompting the exodus of qualified individuals remains a threat to the quality of journalism itself.
6. Methodology
The main team behind this research consists of one researcher based in Afghanistan working with Nai (which
does research on the media situation in Afghanistan) and on his Ph.D. there (Khalvatgar), one exiled refugee with
journalistic training and experience from Afghanistan, now based in Oslo (Shirzad), and one researcher with
longstanding experience from travels in and studies of Afghanistan as a writer, journalist and PEN activist (Eide).
This combination illustrates in at least a small way how transnational collaboration is vital and necessary when it
comes to journalist safety (Hanitzsch 2016).
As mentioned above, our main research question is: How do Afghan journalists view their professional safety?
Sub-questions are: Has the security situation led to more withdrawals from conflict reporting? Have individual

reporters faced violent situations, and how have they responded to them? Do editors/managers offer any
support/routines to aid staff with experiences of violent conflict?

To enable us to obtain assessments from a variety of journalists, we developed a questionnaire where
respondents (selected through the snowball effect) could choose between alternatives, and also add their own
statements. This seemed the most adequate methodology, as it was not too hard for a group of research
assistants to work with. The questionnaire was developed based on a related project (Høiby & Ottosen 2015), but
modified to fit the Afghan context (annex 1). In hindsight, we see that clearer questions of self-censorship could
have been included, although some responses may indicate degrees of self-restraint. The questionnaire was
translated into Dari and Pashto, and journalists in Afghanistan’s five zones 19 were consulted about the content.
The groundwork was done by Nai workers, who had contacts with journalists in the respective zones (Balkh in the
North, Herat in the West, Kabul in the Center, Kandahar in the South and Nangarhar in the East). The criteria for
selection of interviewees were that journalists had some work experience, preferably in conflict/violent situations.
Furthermore, journalists who tended towards self-aggrandizement were to be avoided. The selected journalists
18
19

According to UNESCO’s World Trends report, 92 per cent of journalists killed between 2012 and 2016 were local reporters.
Afghanistan is officially divided into five zones, although it has 34 provinces.
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would have to be confident enough to enter into an interview situation, while granted full anonymity. They should
also work for independent news outlets or be freelancers or stringers. The interviewers should not have a close
relationship with any of their interviewees. The interviews were conducted either through e-mail, phone-calls or
face-to-face during the early autumn of 2017. They were then collected and translated into English. Some of the
interviewees agreed to be interviewed on condition of giving less detailed answers for different reasons, including
time constraints. This means that with questions where respondents were asked to elaborate more, results were
sometimes disappointing.
Some of the research assistants may have had only limited experience with such research, and more experienced
ones might have been able to obtain more elaborate answers from respondents. Some questions generated very
similar reactions, such as nearly all claiming to have suffered from PTSD, but perhaps not all of them completely
understood this syndrome. On the other hand, in a war-ravaged country such as Afghanistan, we do not think
these answers deviate too much from lived reality.
5.1 The 28 journalists
Of the 28 interviewees, 25 per cent (7) are women. This is a rather high proportion and considerably higher than
in another report, where only two of 30 respondents were women (Relly & Zanger 2016). In general, the ratio of
women employed in the media sector in Afghanistan is about 20 per cent.
Nine interviewees are from Kabul, four from Balkh, and six from Herat, while five are from Kandahar and
Nangarhar respectively (see map in attachment 2). Age-wise, 75 per cent are in their 20s, while the rest (7) are
in their 30s. This indicates that almost all field reporters in Afghanistan are young. Older journalists either
manage large media or at least hold higher editorial positions. It is also a fact that due to a lack of independent
media in Afghanistan for a long period before 2001, journalists working with government agencies were not
anxious to work for independent media, or in some instances independent media outlets were not keen on
employing journalists with government experience. Thus, they either work with the same outlets (governmental
media) or have retired.
As for journalistic experience, 25 percent (7) report having more than 10 years of professional experience. Of
these, three were (still) in their 20s, some having started as volunteers in media while they were (less than) 18
years old, hoping to gain work experience and later be hired as professionals. This arrangement offers a clear
advantage for media managers and owners, since they can have journalists working for them on a volunteer
basis. Ten interviewees have worked from 5-10 years as journalists, while 11 have 1-5 years of experience.
A clear majority had a rather stable, full-time position, while three were in management positions, and six were
either freelancers/stringers or working with fixed-term contracts. As for education, the majority (17) reported
having a BA, mostly in journalism, but a couple had other BAs (literature, law, political science). The other
participants had a lower level of education, one only between 8-10 years of schooling. Several had participated in
shorter trainings, by the BBC, Nai or others. Since the groundwork was done by Nai contacts/staff, this might
affect results in the sense that respondents would mention Nai favorably. We see a more differentiated picture
though, where some complain of not receiving training from this organization, while others express their
satisfaction with Nai, which has trained a large proportion of media staff members in Afghanistan.
Half the informants (14) declared to be “all-arounders”, while nine indicated conflict/war as a field of coverage.
Ten stated that they covered educational/social affairs, while five claimed to focus on the economy and two on
foreign affairs. The informants could here select several fields. Those who ticked all were counted as “allarounders”, as well as those who only reported being all-around. A majority uses Dari as their main language
(mostly spoken in Herat, Kabul and Mazar-i-Sharif), some use both Dari and Pashto, while ones from Nangarhar
and Kandahar were more likely to use Pashto.
As for media (several options could be ticked); 15 worked for TV/video producers, seven for digital publications,
11 for radio, four for newspapers, and three claimed to be working on a multi-platform level, which is becoming
more common. Moby, the largest media company in Afghanistan, has three TV stations, two radio stations and
one online publication. Thus they use journalists for several outlets.
Relly & Zanger’s report (2016) included 30 journalists, mostly in Kabul. A majority of these informants also had a
BA degree, and in their sample the media distribution was rather similar to ours, with only a minority working for
newspapers, and many working multi-platform. A difference, however, is that their sample was slightly more
diversified age-wise, but the average was still as low as 27 years.
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6. Results: many threats, few remedies
6.1 Previous experiences
A slim majority (15 out of 28) reported having covered conflict previously. Here is how a 26 year old male
journalist describes his experiences: “I have participated in the battles between security forces and the armed
opposition, and I have a lot of experience in coverage of the first line of battle”. Another 30 year old colleague is
more specific about what he has covered and mentions an attack on one of the foreign embassies in Kabul:
“During the reporting, the clashes were ongoing”. He states that he has become much more restrictive in
covering violent conflict. Another 30 year old male journalist characterizes his working life thus:
Afghanistan is a country that has been involved in war for about half a century, and it is not possible to
stay out of the coverage […] In Afghanistan, especially in the current situation, the hottest headlines in
the news are dedicated to war, and this subject is part of the news.
This resonates both with recent decades of Afghan history, and with the logic of journalism itself: A country at
war will have journalists who cover the symptoms of this war, sometimes they will also analyze the roots – as one
reporter says he does.
A female reporter (31) has covered “the gatherings that led to violence and murder” and mentions both a
demonstration (where approximately 300 were killed or injured) and a funeral procession, where one was killed
and three injured.
A young male journalist (20) reports having been kidnapped “by a gunman” for a day and a night and would like
to see educational programs on how to cope with such experiences and challenges. A female reporter (24)
describes the situation in general: “[…] since fighting and conflict are part of our lives, [these are] the sort of
things that need to be covered”. Other reporters mention covering “the fall of” certain districts or “ethnic
conflicts” and “clashes between government forces and the […] armed opposition”. And, with a trace of
resignation, one male reporter (30) concludes: “In Afghanistan, most of the news is about war. Unwillingly, seven
out of ten days are about conflict news”.
6.2 Risk willingness
When asked how the risk involved in conflict reporting had affected their own willingness to cover violent
conflict/violence during recent years, the same number (15) reported having
become “much more
restrictive/careful” or “a little more restrictive/careful. Six informants reported being “slightly more willing” or
“much more willing” to cover violent conflict than before, while five did not know. The material is too limited to
look at determinant variables behind these choices, but there seems to be no significant gender variety; nor do
those who have covered conflict previously agree unanimously that they have become more restrictive.
As shown in Table 1, a majority of those who assessed the question seems to have recently become more
careful. It comes as no surprise that the informants indicate in answering the next question that their editors
have become more restrictive than they themselves, as 18 informants believe they have, and only in two cases
do they think their editors are willing to take more risks than previously.
Much more
careful

Somewhat
more careful

Slightly more
willing

Same

Much more
willing

Do not know,
no reply

Reporters

8

7

1

4

2

5/1

Reporters’
view of editors

5

13

5

1

1

3

Table 1: Risk involved in conflict coverage/willingness to cover violent conflict/violence during recent years; assessment of
editor’s willingness to send reporters to conflict zones (N=28)

As for why their editors have become less willing to send reporters to conflict zones, 14 name security as the
main reason, while six mention financial reasons. Two point to either political reasons or desk priorities, while six
did not reply to this particular question. It is obvious to us that editors’ sense of responsibility for their reporters’
lives is an important factor. They have ample reason to feel this responsibility, due to the increasingly threatening
situations. In Høiby and Ottosen’s work on the security of journalists in several conflict-ridden countries, both
editors and journalists “have become more reluctant to send reporters to conflict zones” (2016, 185).
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6.3 Threats
The informants were all asked whether they had, over the last five years, experienced violence in their work
which threatened their safety. Only four answered no, three reported one occasion, 11 2-5 occasions, three from
5-10 occasions, while seven reported more than ten (Table 2). Of these seven, four were women. These are
small numbers, but may indicate that in a conservative patriarchy such as Afghanistan, female journalists are
endangered more by threats and abuse than their male colleagues.
Type of
threat
Numbers

Physical
threat

Threat with
weapon

17 (2)

6 (1)

Social clash,
unease
11 (4)

Verbal
threat
14 (1)

Social media
threat
8 (2)

Threat to
family
5 (1)

Other/ none
2

Table 2: How did the threat situation come about? Number of females out of the total in parenthesis (respondents could
select more than one alternative) (N=28)

This also agrees with findings from interviews with female journalists in certain other countries where conflict is
more the rule than the exception (Orgeret 2016). The informants told about a variety of threats and were able to
select several alternatives if applicable. Surprisingly, perhaps, two alternatives were not selected by these
journalists: bomb attacks and accidents.
Regarding the consequences of violent confrontation, three said they had been hospitalized with serious injuries,
another three had wounds that required treatment by a doctor, and two had suffered minor injuries which they
treated themselves. Eight were not physically injured, but needed psychological support. Taking into account the
large numbers of people traumatized by war, potential psychological support is minimal in Afghanistan. 20 Besides,
cultural conventions might prevent some from even considering treatment by a psychiatrist/psychologist.
6.4 Reliance and follow-ups
In such cases, then, who would they rely on for their safety and follow-up? A variety of options were offered on
the questionnaire. Seven mentioned editors, another seven colleagues, while nine relied mostly on themselves,
and the rest on family/friends. The low reliance on editors (25 per cent) may have something to do with the
relative lack of routines in the editorial rooms – either in the form of discussion or debriefing – to help reporters
who have been exposed to threatening situations, but this response deviates somewhat from the responses
about editors being more careful, as mentioned above.
Ten informants answered that they do not know whether such routines exist or not, while nine confirmed that
routines existed, and another nine said there were no routines. A high proportion though (16), when asked about
routines, mentioned security courses as offered to them, but some elaborated this by stating that they were not
offered by the news institution itself, but rather by external organizations. Five said they had been offered
security equipment (first aid kits, body armor), only one mentioned insurance, and another specified being
debriefed by the editorial management. These results differ from those of transnational research, where a larger
group of journalists had insurance, received debriefing, etc. (Høiby & Ottosen 2016: 189). In this research,
Norway was also included.
“None of these [security courses, equipment, first aid courses, insurance, debriefings, etc.] are [offered] by
media officials, but by some […] supporting institutions [...that] provide some training programs on first aid,
communications, and body armor.” From this and similar statements, it seems that security measures (if taken)
are largely outsourced to NGOs which receive external funding. As one informant stated: “There are journalist
helping committees and associations”. As editorial staff members are mostly aware of these, their existence might
in the worst case cause them to disengage from such vital issues as journalist security.
One TV journalist elaborates more in-depth how even complaining about security could endanger his position in
his medium. As a “war correspondent” he has personally “been threatened several times, and now I am in
danger. But when I start sharing my threats with my boss, he is totally unconcerned”. He adds, if [I go] there
“and start the discussion again […] then I must resign from the position”. This respondent seems to be one who,
despite his youth, has experienced many threatening situations.
6.5 Late effects and rights
A majority (19), including the person cited above, stated that they had experienced late effects of their
confrontations. This is a larger proportion than in a related, transnational study, where 45 per cent reported
20

http://www.who.int/mental_health/evidence/Afghanistan_WHO_AIMS_Report.pdf Accessed 17 Sept 2018
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having suffered after-effects (Høiby & Ottosen 2016: 187). All those with after-effects mentioned post-traumatic
stress disorder, five also sleep disorders, while two mentioned “other” psychological problems and misuse of
medications respectively.
Even if the security threats are not much followed-up, there seem to be at least some discussions in the editorial
rooms (Table 3). Not surprisingly, psychological warfare and propaganda score high. In a war-torn country with
many (hostile) stakeholders, propaganda is widespread, and in the case of Afghanistan this is due to the
unceasing Taliban (and other) threats and warlord ownership of media. “Rights of journalists and media
professionals working in conflict zones” also receives a high score. One explanation may be related to a complaint
shared by several interviewees: lack of access to authorities and lack of general access to information, which
seriously hamper their work. The relatively high number ticking “No discussions” partly indicates the proportion of
freelancer respondents.
No discussions
Numbers

Psychological
warfare,
propaganda

9

11

International
human rights
law
2

Professional
rights of
journalists
10

Human rights
8

Other/ don’t
know
2

Table 3: Discussions with editors or colleagues on certain topics?

6.6 Access to information
Starting in 2016, some media expected a positive development, since for the first time an Access to Information
Act was issued by President Ashraf Ghani. Simultaneously, committees have been set up to regulate the
establishment of media, journalist immunity, etc. However, in practice the situation for access to information in
Afghanistan has worsened. Two years ago, Taliban attacked the largest military hospital in Kabul, but still no
information is accessible about how many doctors, nurses or patients were killed and how the attack could have
been carried out in a heavily guarded area only 200 m from the U.S. Embassy.
As one respondent puts it: “We don’t have access to information, we only have slogans. No one enforces the law.
[…] There should be immunity and safety for journalists”. Several others also mention the problem with lack of
law enforcement: “Constitutional law is available, but there is no enforcement of Law”. Yet another respondent:
“We have lots of problems regarding access to information, because we want information from governmental
officials, but unfortunately, they don’t give us the information. Also, workshops should be held on journalist
immunity”. This statement pretty much summarizes the situation for access to information.
As Warren et al. note: “[…] the National Unity Government (NUG) strives to make good on its inaugural promise
of an open, transparent government, but journalists say there is uneven enforcement of laws governing access to
information and freedom of the press”. (2016: 131). Access to information in Afghanistan is more of an analogue
process, and most information is controlled by communications directors in organizations or ministries. Websites
are often not updated for months, and this holds true particularly for governmental web sources. Access to
information should be granted by the communications advisors, who are often unavailable. Sometimes the
president himself refuses to answer a question from a journalist at a press conference. Furthermore, much
violence against journalists is committed by government authorities when journalists are trying to access
information.21 According to Nai’s media watch monthly newsletter, three per cent of cases of violence against
journalists happen when journalists request information from governmental organizations.
That the alternative Professional Rights of Journalists also scores high comes as no surprise, for a variety of
research studies (including this one, MSF, Freedom House, AJSC and Nai reports) clearly show that these are
under serious threat.
6.7 The neutral journalist
When asked which role they see as most suitable for journalists covering conflict, the 28 reporters
overwhelmingly subscribed to this alternative: “Neutral/balanced: Report on conflict without taking sides”. This is
a universal journalistic ideal, distinctly different from advocacy journalists, who would argue that areas exist
where there is a need to take sides openly. One example is in climate journalism, where there is a global
consensus of 97 per cent of climate scientists on the fact of human contributions to global warming (Boykoff &
Boykoff 2004). But no such consensus exists in this case. In Afghanistan, and particularly among journalist
communities, it is very common to speak of neutrality and balance, but in practice, this ideal is hard to uphold.

2121

http://8am.af/1394/02/14/restrictions-on-freedom-of-expression-in-the-torus/ accessed 22.10.2017
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A more specific question regarding their ‘neutrality’ when confrontations occur between Taliban (or IS) and
government forces might have elicited another result, for two reasons: One is the way reporters have been
blamed and sanctioned for speaking to these ‘opposition forces’ (Eide 2016b); another is perhaps that reporters –
at least in certain areas – due to threats – would be afraid of openly reporting too negatively about these forces.
6.8 Uncertainties
As a rule, killers of journalists in Afghanistan are not brought to justice, but enjoy impunity. This, as well as
harassment by government officials, has led to many uncertainties faced by domestic reporters (Khalvatgar
2014). The uncertainties have to do with whether to venture into insecure provinces or whether to go near sites
of terror attacks. Reporters also face the challenge of whether to report on the Taliban, who have proven to be
more easily accessible – at least through communication tools such as mobile phones and/or email – than
government officials. As stated by one informant from a related project: “I can say that the anti-government
groups are much better at giving information than the government […] they answer right away, but when we call
the government, we have to try 10 times to reach a spokesperson or an official” (Relly & Zanger 2016: 12). This
does not, however, mean that the Taliban provide correct and accurate information.
Other uncertainties have to do with investigative reporting, or the danger of local powers creating media to serve
their narrow interests (Khalvatgar 2014). When donations to news outlets dry up, political parties and individual
politicians, rather than commercial interests, have filled the void (Relly & Zanger 2016: 12). Journalists within
these media are probably more prone to self-censorship than broad-based media, even if one should not
underestimate the level of threats employees are subject to in the latter media.
7. Conclusions
This research study shows that Afghan journalists view their security situation as threatening, and that they are
somewhat less willing to take risks than in the past, their editors even less so, but the picture is not one-sided.
A clear majority have faced violent situations and threats, and half of them have relied on their colleagues or
editors for support, while an alarming third seem forced to rely mainly on their own resources. Routines are not
always in place in editorial rooms, and far from all have received security equipment. Thus, this research speaks
of the need for Afghan journalists to tread carefully. Being “neutral”, which most respondents adhere to as an
ideal, in a situation where they receive threats from both insurgents and government quarters, requires a
balancing act when facing dangers, for which many of them have not been properly trained. Taliban, with their
growing media proficiency and willingness to speak to reporters, combined with officials who bar journalists from
information and access to office holders, are contributing to this difficult situation. Not least, the majority of
informants, albeit quite young, speak of post-traumatic stress syndrome, and some also of physical harm.
Their experiences differ somewhat from those of photojournalists, because taking photos in Afghanistan is a very
sensitive issue, photojournalists are required to move closer to places where violent events occur, and additional
threats oftentimes arise when taking pictures of women (Mitra 2017: 54).
Reporters have to balance the need for covering harsh, often violent situations against their own fears, as well as
editors being less willing for them to take risks. They confirm that there is a worsening security situation, which
has not been adequately met with measures by leadership. Many have had terrible experiences and need
debriefing and counseling. Nevertheless, it seems that care for journalist security is to a substantial extent
outsourced to organizations such as NGOs. This is, globally speaking, not a unique feature, but may be more
precarious in Afghanistan than in many other countries, due to the everyday challenges facing journalists.
Afghan media professionals navigate in a country where there is a very limited degree of media literacy. Despite
existing laws and regulations, they face problems including recognition of the rights and duties of journalists to
fair and free reporting, to immunity, access to information, and merely survival in the profession. Another factor,
which should be addressed in future research, is the discrepancy between the rapidly changing journalism
profession in Afghanistan, NGO training courses – and the traditional education offered by academic institutions.
While the study did not explicitly ask about self-censorship, there is no doubt that with the worsening security
situation and record numbers of reporters being killed in 2016-2018, the degree of self-censorship is bound to
increase. Government offers of relatively safer positions – which may be seen as a process of co-optation – may
work in the same direction.
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The lack of media literacy may be due both to the low general literacy rate22 and educational levels in the
country. Among officials there is indeed limited experience with the function of media in a democracy. This
shortage also seems to be encouraged by many political leaders and government officials, as well as by those
who are broadly labeled “the opposition” or “insurgents”. Furthermore, even among those who may be counted
as media literate, there are people who are against free media and freedom of expression. Journalists in this
survey seem to some extent aware of their rights, and that is an absolute necessity if they want to secure their
own survival in the profession. In the foreseeable future, though, due to the ongoing war as well as dwindling
subsidies, Afghanistan is likely to lose more of its journalists and media outlets, a prospect which will also sadly
contribute to undermining professionalism. The counterforces to this negative development may be found in
educational undertakings meant to enhance professionalism as well as security and rights, in spite of obstacles at
many crossroads.
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Annex 1: Questionnaire
QUESTIONS TO JOURNALISTS
Conflict reporting is in this survey understood as reporting on situations within armed or violent social
conflict; any type of reporting in which the journalist is putting her or his security at risk for the job based on a
potential threat from actors involved in the conflict. The participant’s identity will be kept confidential.
1. Background
Gender
Age
Reporting language (pashto, dari, other, foreign, several)
(For those who work as correspondents or stringers for international media) Country in which your
employer is based:
2. How long have you worked as a journalist?
1. 1-5 years
2. 5-10 years
3. More than 10 years
4. What is your employment status?
1. Fully employed
2. Vacant position or engagement (short term contract)
3. Freelance/stringer
4. Leadership position
5. Other
5. What is your highest educational level?
1. 8-10 years of school
2. High school/college
3. Journalism training (specify)
4. Other higher education (specify degree level)
5. Other
If you have education/courses especially relevant for your work covering conflict/war; specify

6. Which field(s) do you cover (you may tick more than one area)?
1. Conflict/war
2. Culture/Sport
3. Education/social issues
4. Foreign affairs
5. Economy
6. All-round journalism (most areas)
7. Other (mention)
7. What kind of media are you (mainly) working for?
1. Newspaper (digital and/or print)
2. Digital publication/blog etc.
3. Television/video journalism
4. Radio
5 Several platforms (multimedia)
6 Other
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8. Have you covered conflict, violent or war-like conditions earlier, in your country or abroad?
1. No
2. Yes (explain how, where)
9. How has the risk involved in conflict reporting affected your own willingness to cover
violent conflict/violence during recent years?
1. Become much more restrictive/careful
2. Become a little more restrictive/careful
3. Same as before
4. Slightly more willing to carry out risky investigations
5. Much more willing to carry out risky investigations
6. Don’t know
10. Do the editors/leaders you work for send journalists to conflict zones/ or to cover sensitive
topics to a larger or smaller extent than before?
1. Become much more restrictive
2. Become a little more restrictive
3. Same as before
4. Slightly more willing to carry out risky investigations
5. Much more willing to carry out risky investigations
6. Don’t know
11. If the answer is that they have become more restrictive (1 or 2), what do you think is the
reason? (You may check one or two)
1. Financial constraints
2. Security issues
3. Political restraint
4. Desk priorities
5. Other
Please specify any given answer if possible:

12. Have you, over the last 5 years, experienced violence in relation to you work where your
safety has been threatened?
1. No
2. 1 time
3. 2-5 times
4. 5 - 10 times
5. More
13. If answering alternative 2-5 in the previous question: how did the threat situation appear?
(You may check all the applicable.)
1. Physical (violent) offence to yourself
2. Threatened with weapon or other potentially harmful device
3. Bomb attack
4. Social clashes or unease in the area (others being attacked physically)
5. Accidents or similar
6. Verbal threats in direct encounter
7. Threats via e-mail, SMS, voicemail, mail or similar indirect form (social media)
8. Threats via or towards friend, family member or alike
9. Other (please specify)
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14. If applicable, what were the consequences of the violent insult?
1. Serious injuries demanding hospitalization
2. Smaller injuries demanding medical care with a doctor
3. Smaller injuries which I was able take care of myself
4. Not wounded, but I needed psychological support
5. Other
15. Who do you mostly rely on for your safety as a journalist?
1. Your editors/leaders
2. Your colleagues
3. Your family and friends/contacts
4. Yourself
16. If threatening situations occur, are there any routines for debrief/dialogue between leaders
and the involved employee, or does the individual reporter/journalist handle such incidents
by her/himself?
1. Yes, there are routines for incidents
2. No, there are no routines
3. Don’t know
If yes, please describe the routines:

17. Does the editorial staff have routines for any of the following in order to prepare employees
for working in a conflict area and/or covering a potentially conflictive topic? (You may
check all applicable)
1. Security course (title and location?)
2. Introduction to security items such as security vest, navigation systems, communication tools etc.
(please specify)
3. First aid course (please specify how extensive)
4. Insurance for own employees (please specify)
5. Debriefing with professional experts (please specify content and duration)
6. Debriefing with the editorial leadership (please specify content and duration)
7. Other
Please specify any answer given to the question above:

18. Have you experienced late effects from working in conflict zones?
1. Yes
2. No
3. Don’t know
4. Other
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19. If yes, what kind of late effects? (You may check all applicable.)
1. Post-traumatic stress
2. Other psychological problems
3. Sleeping problems
4. (Mis)use of medicaments
5. Other (specify)
Can you with own words describe the problems or hazards that you have experienced?

20. Have you experienced situations in conflict reporting/reporting from violent situations
which have affected you especially?
Open answer:

21. Is use of freelancers/ stringers common practice at the publication(s) you work for?
1. Yes
2. No
3. Don’t know
22. If yes, what do you think is the reason for this? (You may choose one or two)
1. Financial restraints
2. Security issues
3. Language
4. Lack of available or qualified staff
5. Other (please specify)
23. If applicable, how are local journalists paid?
1. By rates set by labor organization or similar actor/ system
2. Local salary rates paid per article or piece
3. Contracted arrangement (in case, for what time period)
4. Don’t know
24. Groundwork: do you discuss questions relevant for conflict reporting, for example
psychological warfare, propaganda etc. with editors or colleagues? (You may choose more
than one applicable.)
1. No
2. Psychological warfare/propaganda (relevant also for organized crime)
3. International humanitarian law
4. Rights of journalists and media professionals working in conflict zones
5. Human rights
6. Other
7. Don’t know
25. If applicable, please specify in detail if it is literature, internal seminars, courses, continuing
education etc.
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26. What role do you see most suited for journalists covering conflict (please select one or
two):
1. Cover the conflict from the perspective of the victims
2. Neutral/balanced: Report on the conflict without taking sides
3. Cover both sides of a conflict, but it is okay to take sides; objectivity is complex
4. Encourage military intervention if necessary (Responsibility to Protect)
5. Influence conflict by showing non-violent solutions (peace journalism)
6. Influence conflict by covering atrocities and violations
7. Report facts as they appear
8. Don’t know
9. Other (please specify)
27. Are there any question missing in this survey, or information you may like to add? Please
specify.
Open answer:
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Annex 2: Grey: Taliban control; Red: Taliban presence, yellow: could not be verified
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wir die möglichen Effekte, welche eine Verschiebung des Vertrauens in lokale statt internationale
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Abstract: In international conflict correspondence safety mechanisms are unequally employed to protect local

news-staffs in contrast to international staffs. Arguably, this has had the greatest impact on image production
from war zones, exposing local photojournalists to increased dangers. But it also raises the possibility that local
photographers from conflict-torn countries may represent conflicts to international audiences differently than do
international photographers. This possibility is explored in this study using the case of Afghanistan. Based on
photojournalists’ perceptions and comparisons of international and locally produced images, we explore potential
effects of the shifting reliance on local rather than international photojournalists on how distant wars come to be
pictured to international audiences. This study advances an argument for giving increased protection to local
photojournalists in conflict zones.
1. ‘Safety culture’ and the rise of local image producers from war zones
Since 9/11 there has been growing concern for the safety of journalists in the global news industry when
reporting on conflicts. This has meant increasing provision of hostile-environment training for journalists and
other measures where the risk to news personnel is factored in when making editorial decisions about what to
report on and where to report from. In her recent book describing how these changes have come about as a
result of well-publicized targeting of foreign correspondents working for international news media, Palmer (2018)
has termed this trend the development of a ‘safety culture’ in international conflict correspondence. She has also
described how this ‘safety culture’ is in itself flawed due to its emphasis on the individual responsibility of
journalists for their own security rather than on finding systemic causes and solutions. More importantly for the
current discussion, she also pointed out that local news-staffs that produce news for international audiences are
often kept out of the purview of this ‘safety culture’ (Palmer, 2018). This is because, she argued, they are
thought to be immune to the kinds of dangers that international journalists might face, while the very specific
vulnerabilities that result from their ‘local’-ness, not to mention their precarious employment situations, are
ignored in this so-called ‘safety culture’.
Arguably, one of the fundamental shifts in conflict correspondence because of this problematic yet pervasive
‘safety culture’ has been the growing dependence on local sources and resources to produce images of wars
(Paterson, 2011; Patrick and Kennedy, 2014). This may be related to the financial effects of shrinking foreign
news-gathering budgets (Hamilton & Erickson, 2006; Palmer, 2018). War photography is particularly affected by
this shift to reliance on local sources, because as a ‘somatic’ journalistic practice (Bock, 2008) – i.e., a form of
journalism requiring physical presence on site – conflict photojournalism is prone to be especially dangerous for
news-personnel in conflict zones (Allan & Sreedharan, 2016; Istek, 2017).
The use of non-journalistic local image-sources to represent conflicts, such as activists and non-governmental
organizations, has received some scholarly attention (Allan, 2014; Chouliaraki, 2015; Wright, 2015). In contrast,
there has been little discussion so far of the effects that this shift from relying on ‘parachute’ photographers and
photojournalists (Pedelty, 1995; Murrell, 2015) to engaging local professional photographers and photojournalists
may have on visual representations of distant wars for international audiences. The present study seeks to meet
the need for research on the visual effects in representations of war resulting from the growing ‘safety culture’ in
international conflict correspondence. Ultimately, it also seeks to understand the value of the contributions that
these local image producers can and may make in serving international audiences and uses this to argue for
providing them with better safety measures and working conditions.
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Thus, the main question explored in this study is whether professional photographers working for international
audiences, who hail from the very countries embroiled in conflicts, observe and represent these conflicts
differently than international photographers – ‘professional, specialized tourists’ (Sontag, 2003: 17) – who visit
these places as outsiders. Particularly, I examine the question of if and to what extent their representations of
wars at home may change and challenge hegemonic perspectives of the global North which are reified in
traditional practices of visual representations of distant wars. The rationale behind asking these questions reflects
back to the issue of the lack of safety measures for these local image-producers (Mitra, 2017). If indeed visual
representations of wars produced by local professionals can qualitatively enrich and enhance the ways violent
conflicts are portrayed in international media for distant audiences, then ensuring the safety of these imageproducers should be assigned top priority.
In addressing these questions, the present research study is located at the intersection of studies on safety for
journalists and research on visual representations of distant wars, and it explores how the relationship between
the two may be understood in contemporary conflict correspondence. It examines these larger themes with a
case study of a contemporary conflict: the post-2001 war in Afghanistan.
2. Afghan war and increasing reliance on local photojournalists
Afghanistan has experienced ongoing war since 1978, with its most recent, still-metastasizing conflict beginning
in 2001. The current cycle of violent conflict has been steadily worsening since 2014 (Pettersson & Wallensteen,
2015; UNAMA, 2018; Mashal, 2018). However, in the years since 2001, the Afghan media sector has reconstituted itself with the aid of the international community. One especially pronounced change during this
period has been in the practice of photojournalism and photography in Afghanistan: we have seen a meteoric
upswing since the ban on photography imposed by the Taliban between 1996 and 2001 (Rawan, 2002) was
reversed following the US invasion1.
In the years immediately after 2001, international photojournalists on assignment in Afghanistan produced most
of the images of the country and the conflict presented by media to international audiences (Campbell, 2011).
Currently, however, Afghan photographers are playing the most important role in the production of images of
their country for international audiences (Murray, 2012). This shift was aided by the increasing local capacity for
photography and photojournalism in the country, as training, education and the necessary equipment have
become more widely available in Afghanistan. Furthermore, with the outbreak of severe and protracted conflicts
in other parts of the world such as Iraq, Syria, Libya and Yemen, international news-gathering resources have
been diverted away from Afghanistan, resulting in increased reliance on local image-producers. But this shift has
also come about because of the deteriorating conflict situation in Afghanistan. As the comparatively safer
situation in Afghanistan in the years after 2001 has given way again to increasing conflict, with not only the
Taliban but also ISIS participating in hostilities, it has become increasingly dangerous for foreign news personnel
to travel and operate in the country. Consequently, less expensive, more “expendable” local Afghan
photojournalists have largely replaced international photojournalists in Afghanistan (Mitra, 2017; cf. Eide, 2016).
Afghanistan offers a highly instructive case of how protecting foreign news-personnel at the expense of local
photographers and photojournalists can affect visual representations of contemporary wars. Not only was the
Afghan conflict extensively photographed by international photojournalists for a period following 2001, but there
has also been a marked shift to representing the ongoing conflict internationally using images made by Afghan
professionals. As well, a substantial body of scholarly research already exists on biases and stereotypes in
international representations of Afghanistan in the post-2001 period. Taken together, this research on images of
Afghanistan produced by international photojournalists provides in-depth, longitudinally-studied frames of
reference for the kinds of images of the country routinely reproduced in international media. In turn, this
facilitates an examination of how the Afghan photojournalists who have replaced international photographers
may differ in their portrayals of Afghanistan for international audiences.
3. Biases and stereotypes in international representations of Afghanistan
Global flows of news and information have long been criticized as one-sided and dominated by political and
cultural views emanating from the global North (e.g. Boyd-Barrett & Rantanen, 1998; 2004; Thussu & Freedman,
2003; Paterson & Sreberny, 2004; Boyd-Barrett, 2010). Within the broader context of global production of news
and information, studies of conflict images circulated in international media have also shown that these images
reflect hegemonic political and cultural views emanating from the global North (e.g. Myers et al., 1996; van
Leeuwen & Jaworski, 2002) which are stereotypical of and biased against countries and peoples embroiled in
conflicts in the global South.
1

See Mitra (2017) for a detailed description of the context in Afghanistan, including media developments in the country in the
post-2001 period, as well as a longer discussion of the complex history of photojournalism in Afghanistan.
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Within this context, photographic representations of Afghanistan in international media by international
photographers have been much studied in academic circles since the US invasion in 2001. Together, these
studies provide a comprehensive picture of the hegemonic perspectives – and their biases and stereotypes – that
have prevailed in international representations of Afghanistan. The following broad trends have been confirmed
time and again by studies of the representation of Afghanistan and the Afghan conflict in international media:
a) International news reportage, including visual news, have been more biased towards ‘negative news’ –
focusing on the ravages of the ongoing conflict as well as other socials ills and problems – about
Afghanistan (Aday, 2010; Shabbir et al., 2011).
b) International visual news of Afghanistan has focused on episodes and events of war and violence in
Afghanistan (Verschueren, 2012).
c) International visual news of Afghanistan has tended to focus on foreign troops present in Afghanistan and
other armed parties to the conflict (Ottosen, 2005; Fahmy, 2005a, 2005b; Griffin, 2004; Zelizer, 2005;
Campbell, 2011; Sliwinski, 2015), rather than on ordinary people whose lives are affected by war and
violence in the country (Verschueren, 2012).
d) International visual news of Afghanistan has tended to focus on the political and military leaders who
‘manage’ the war rather than on the lived experience of those personally affected by it (Verschueren,
2012).
e) International visual news has reified prevailing historical and cultural stereotypes of Afghan society and
culture by using images of Afghan women as symbols of oppression in Afghan society (Jabbra, 2006;
Mackie, 2012) or employed their images to symbolize the progress of Afghan society since 2001. This is
because the war in Afghanistan has been justified by official sources in the US and allied countries as
necessary to ‘liberate’ Afghan women (Fahmy, 2004; Jiwani, 2009; Mackie, 2012; Mitra, 2014).
The best in-depth study of international photographic representations of Afghanistan to date was made by
Verschueren (2012). His analysis of images published in European and US newspapers led him to observe, “what
remained largely absent from the news photography of the Afghan conflict is the human condition of war, the
experience of the local population, the prolonged consequences of the war, and its structural and cultural roots”
(2012: 157). Interestingly, as an antidote to the biases and stereotypes he discovered while analyzing
international representations of Afghanistan, Verschueren (2012: 158-159) argued that,
One route to addressing the issues of stereotyping, ethnocentrism, and simply access could be rethinking
collaboration between Afghans and foreign journalists. The former can not only provide an in-depth
perspective of their own culture but they can also suggest new ways of photographing and representing
conflict. Afghan photographers and journalists can help replace the image of Afghanistan as an empty
space, a medieval realm and an oppressive zone, and they can help connect with the multiplicities of living
in contemporary Afghanistan.
The current study is informed by alternatives for creating conflict-images differing from the typical portrayals of
Afghanistan in international media by Afghan photographers who work for international audiences, as stated by
Verschueren (2012) in the passage above. Such a study of how Afghanistan is represented to international
audiences by Afghan photojournalists has until now been missing from academic discussions. At the same time, it
is increasingly urgent to better understand their representations of Afghanistan, as the growing ‘safety culture’ in
conflict correspondence is unevenly applied to local photojournalists in Afghanistan. This is unfortunate, because
the images that come to represent Afghanistan for international audiences are mostly if not entirely produced by
these photojournalists.
4. Research questions
To understand how the unequal application of safety concerns within conflict correspondence (Palmer, 2018) may
affect visual representations of contemporary conflicts, in this study I focus on two areas of inquiry that in
journalism studies are often examined separately but not together (Mellado and Van Dalen, 2014) – journalists’
perceptions and their performance, and the relationship between the two. By exploring local Afghan
photojournalists’ perceptions, I have sought to understand two different, specific questions. The first of these
relates to Afghan photographers’ perceptions of ways Afghanistan has been and is being represented
internationally:

Research question 1: What kinds of images were perceived by Afghan photographers as dominant in
international representations of Afghanistan?

The second question dealt specifically with how Afghan photojournalists may represent Afghanistan differently
than their international counterparts:

Research question 2: What kinds of images do Afghan photographers say they would prefer for
representing Afghanistan internationally?
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In trying to understand the professional performance of Afghan photojournalists and relate them to their reported
self-perceptions, I conducted a comparative study of image-sets to see if and how the responses to research
questions 1 and 2 might be expressed in images produced by international and Afghan photojournalists
respectively. The aim was to answer:

Research question 3: Were the perceptions and preferences of Afghan photographers consistent with sets
of published images of Afghanistan made by international and Afghan photographers?
5. Methodology
Apropos of the research questions, this study was conducted in two parts. The first investigated Afghan
photographers’ perceptions using in-depth research interviews, while the second sought to understand their
recorded perceptions through an analysis of two sets of images of Afghanistan chosen as a comparative case
study.
To collect qualitative data regarding the perceptions of Afghan photographers, I conducted semi-structured but
open-ended interviews in Kabul, Afghanistan in late 2014. Twenty professional Afghan photographers were
interviewed as part of a larger study exploring the professional experiences of Afghan photographers. Eleven of
these interviews were conducted in Dari with the aid of an interpreter, while the others were in English. Of these
20, three were women photojournalists. In accord with the ethical guidelines 2 for this research, the respondents’
names and employing organizations are kept confidential in this study.
Of the 20 photographers, 18 talked specifically and in great detail about making images for international
audiences. Among them, eight were or had been photojournalists – freelance or full-time – for international news
agencies based in Afghanistan. Another four were or had been full-time photojournalists for an Afghan news
agency that regularly supplied international client news services. A further three had worked as photojournalists
for international news services in the past and were working as documentary photographers either directly
engaged by international organizations for photographic projects or were receiving funds from international
sources to do documentary photographic projects primarily for an international audience. Following the
interviews, the transcripts were thematically analyzed (Guest et al., 2011) using both inductive and deductive
methods (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006) in order to group the responses of the Afghan photographers around
recurring patterns.
To better understand the perceptions of the Afghan photographers regarding image production I decided to
examine whether their comments corresponded to published images of Afghanistan. For this purpose, I decided
on a purposive case study approach as the appropriate ‘methodological strategy’ (Meyer, 2001: 348-9; Wilson,
2011: 90-1). I selected two sets of images: one by international photographers and the other by Afghan
photographers. My choice of a purposive sample-based case study was informed by a strategy of instrumentality
(Stake 1995 in Baxter and Jack, 2008: 548). This needs further explanation. Published images in international
media are the end products of a long ‘visual gatekeeping chain’ (Bissell, 2000) and do not solely reflect the
decisions of photographers. Thus, drawing randomized representative samples from published images of
Afghanistan would not adequately address questions regarding the roles of local and international photographers,
as the images would have been selected, edited and captioned by news professionals other than photographers.
To solve this problem, I chose two purposive samples of sets of published images of Afghanistan which are
documented (Time.com, 2011; Sayar, 2012) to have been selected through a process where the photographers
exercised editorial choice, so that influences of foreign ‘image processors’ (Shoemaker and Vos, 2009: 48) within
the ‘visual gatekeeping chain’ (Bissell, 2000), though perhaps not entirely absent, were less significant.
The first set of images – by international photographers – is an online photo-series published in TIME magazine
on October 7, 2011, entitled ‘Afghanistan: The Photographs That Moved Them Most’ 3. For this series, the
magazine invited 40 international photographers to select photographs of Afghanistan that they had taken
between 2000 and 2011. The photo-series also included captions and commentaries written by the
photographers themselves to provide contexts for the images they selected. The second body of work that I
chose – as a purposive sample of images produced by Afghan photographers – was a photo-book, also from late
2011. Produced by 3rd Eye Film and Photojournalism Centre in Kabul and published in Afghanistan, the photobook is entitled ‘New Afghanistan through Afghan Eyes’, published in English 4. I collected the pictures in this
photo book while conducting my fieldwork in Afghanistan in 2014. The photo book includes 156 photographs of

2

As this study involved human participants, it received prior non-medical research ethics review approval according to the ‘Tricouncil Policy Statement 2: Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Humans’ (2010) of Canada from the Non-Medical Research
Ethics Board of the University of Western Ontario under file no. 105378.
3
The photo-series is available to view through this link: http://time.com/3781604/afghanistan-the-photographs-that-movedthem-most/
4
In the author’s possession. A detailed page-by-page, image-by-image description of this photo book is available upon request
from the author.
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Afghanistan by 14 Afghan photographers (Seerat et al., 2011). I settled on this set of images because like the
TIME photo series, the selection of images was usually made by the photographers themselves (Sayar, 2012),
and also included were commentaries written by some of the contributing Afghan photographers (Seerat et al.,
2011) much like the online photo-series. Comparison of these two bodies of photographic work was also aided by
the fact that both included images taken in Afghanistan over the decade between 2000 and 2011 (Time.com,
2011; Sayar, 2012). Both of these sets of images are likewise not daily news-based visuals but ‘longer format’
photographic products aimed at providing a ‘longer, lingering look’ at Afghanistan over a longer period of time
(Mitra, 2014).
To better understand the topics of the images in order to compare them to responses by the Afghan
photographers, I analyzed the images as “photo-texts” (Verschueren, 2012: 32), i.e. understanding the images
and their captions as a “mixed-media unit” where the photo is a metonymic device representing “a slice of life”
and the caption provides its essential context. The photo-textual analysis of images was particularly well-suited to
the current study, because it is flexibly applied between “multimodal cultural expressions” (Verschueren, 2012:
32), i.e. across platforms, intended audiences and media. This analytical flexibility meant that I could compare
the images in the photo series and the photo book, even though they were published on different platforms.
6. Findings and discussion
In this section, I present findings from the two parts of the study as they relate to each of the research
questions. I also discuss the findings in terms of previous research and the goals of the current study.
6.1 What kinds of images were perceived by Afghan photographers as dominant in international
representations of Afghanistan?
In the responses of Afghan photographers to open-ended questions regarding what kinds of images of
Afghanistan were routinely shown and seen in international media, certain patterns emerged. These patterns in
the raw interview data found through both deductive and inductive thematic analysis of the interview data were
coherent enough across the interview-transcripts –closely clustered around a theme to allow “further processing”
(Boyatzis, 1998: 142) to levels of “higher abstractions” (Guest et al., 2011: 50-52) – to clearly define imagetopics that respondents repeatedly mentioned during the interviews. The topics that internationally circulated
images of Afghanistan tended to depict, according to Afghan photojournalists, were the following: negative
aspects of Afghanistan showing social ills and problems in Afghanistan (three respondents); Afghan and foreign
military personnel (three respondents) and political actors and leaders (four respondents). Furthermore, the most
frequently mentioned topics of images that respondents thought were in circulation internationally were
photographs depicting acts of war and violence (11 respondents).
A respondent expressed his frustration with such international representations of Afghanistan:

[T]he international agencies or international media, they are focusing on attacks. For example, in one
month, there’s no [other] picture of Kabul, there are attacks, there are wounded, there are people [who]
died so then you can see all over the world, [when] they are publishing the news, ‘oh Afghanistan!’… .
[T]he problem with the international agencies [is] that if you send pictures [to] them from daily life, or
other subjects, they don’t show much interest in it. They like fifteen picture[s] of suicide attacks [and]
fourteen of them are right away in the website. And then you see it is published in the New York Times
and so this is the problem. Sometimes I even fight with my editor, ‘why are you not using this [nonsuicide attack related] picture’? They just say we have other important subjects, which is why we cannot
have these [other] kinds of pictures.
Apart from these four topics, nine respondents noted that photos showing Afghan women were often seen and
shown in international representations of Afghanistan. One respondent noted that since “the fall of the Taliban,

all [news media] people love to find woman without burqas. They want to see women without burqas”.

According to this respondent and others, images of Afghan women as symbols of both progress and oppression in
Afghan society continued to dominate representations of Afghanistan at the time of the study. These responses
closely mirrored the tendency in international media representations of Afghanistan, as found by scholars cited
above, to use images of Afghan women as symbols of ‘progress’ or ‘oppression’ in Afghan society. As a matter of
fact, almost all the patterns that emerged from the responses of the Afghan photojournalists closely mirrored the
trend in international representations of Afghanistan noted by previous researchers. One exception was that
‘military leaders’ (Verschueren, 2012) were not mentioned as a frequent image-topic by the Afghan
photographers.
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6.2 What kinds of images did Afghan photographers say they would prefer to see representing
Afghanistan internationally?
The respondents were asked open-ended questions on whether as Afghans they felt certain kinds of images from
Afghanistan should be shown internationally. They described preferred topics they thought would correct
imbalances, negative stereotypes and biases in international media images of Afghanistan. The patterns
regarding different types of images identified by the respondents were again so coherent across interviewtranscripts that they could be grouped into five distinct topics, in addition to one that was common to the topics
perceived by Afghan photographers as dominant in international representations.
The five topics different from the responses regarding dominant topics in international representations were
reconstruction and development in Afghanistan since 2001 (four respondents), democracy re-introduced in
Afghanistan (three respondents), sports and recreational activities in Afghanistan (four respondents), landscapes
and historical sites in Afghanistan (five respondents) and, the most often mentioned, ordinary people of
Afghanistan (10 respondents). Most respondents mentioned more than one topic as their preferred choice. As
one respondent commented,

‘I like to take photographs [of]… women who are studying, or are teaching, farmers working in fields.
They live like farmers who live in America or work in Germany. They do not support war, they are
peaceful men, but war is something … that happens or [they are] forced to deal [with], so … this is
something you can show with pictures. For example, we have soccer teams, we have [the Afghan]
Premier League, we have viewers for that, and these are all things that show people [there] that the ways
they want to live are ways that people [here] also wish to live.’
As mentioned by this respondent, the sixth topic of images preferred by Afghan photographers was also one of
photographs using Afghan women as symbols for either oppression or progress in Afghan society (five
respondents). For example, one respondent mentioned two instances where he had taken photos of Afghan
women, in this case showing their ‘progress’, because he preferred to take these photos rather than taking them
to satisfy requests by the international agency he did freelance work for,

“in Mazaar-e-Sharif, [I covered a] woman taxi driver for [the] first time in Afghanistan. In Badakhshan, I
[covered] a girl who walks three hours every day to [go to] school. Every day three hours in one
direction, and three hours in the other. Six hours just to… study. I went myself, [this was my own] idea,
this is not my agency[’s] idea… my agencies have never asked me to take such pictures or work on such
stories or feature articles, but it is due to my own inspiration that I have worked on such positive
features, that I have taken such pictures”.
In sum, the respondents did mention ‘new ways’ of representing Afghanistan through topics not often seen and
shown in international representations of Afghanistan, as Verschueren (2012) has noted, but they also had one
preferred image-topic common to their perceptions of how Afghanistan is often represented internationally.
6.3 Did these perceptions of the Afghan photographers correspond with sets of published images of
Afghanistan produced by international and Afghan photojournalists respectively?
The Afghan photographers interviewed for this study identified a total of ten types of image-topics. They thought
that four of them dominated international representations of Afghanistan but they did not prefer them. They
identified a further five topics they said they would prefer and which they thought were also lacking in
international representations of Afghanistan. There was one image-topic identified by the respondents that was
common to their perceptions of international representation and their own preferences – images that show
Afghan women as symbols of progress or oppression in Afghan society.
To identify and locate these image-topics in the image-sets that I chose as my purposive sample – to address
research question 3 – required clarification of each one’s boundaries. For example, the image-topic ‘ordinary
people’ in Afghanistan needed to be clearly differentiated from the image-topic ‘Afghan women’, and the category
‘international and Afghan military personnel’ needed to be broadened to ‘combatants’, in order to include nonmilitary fighters as well. To identify the boundaries of each topic, I followed an iterative and reflexive procedure
by reading and re-reading the interview transcripts, as well as by viewing and reviewing the images that I
selected for my case study. Below I describe each of the 10 different types of image-topics, as they finally came
to be understood for interpreting the photo-texts.



Negative aspects of Afghanistan: Photo-texts that visually depict or textually refer to social ills and
problems in Afghanistan, irrespective of the implied causes of such problems.
War and violence: Photo-texts that visually depict or textually refer to places where acts of war and
violence are occurring or have occurred.
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Combatants: Photo-texts that visually depict or textually refer to an active participant in violent incidents
in the Afghan War.
Political leaders: Photo-texts that visually depict or textually refer to individuals who play an influential
political role.
Reconstruction and Development in post-2001 Afghanistan: Photo-texts that visually depict or textually
refer to physical infrastructure being built or having been built as part of reconstruction and
development efforts in post-2001 Afghanistan.
Re-introduced democratic process in post-2001 Afghanistan: Photo-texts that visually depict or textually
refer to re-introduced democratic political processes in post-2001 Afghanistan.
Sports/Play: Photo-texts that visually depict or textually refer to organized and unorganized forms of
active physical recreation.
Landscapes and historical sites: Photo-texts that visually depict or textually refer to landscapes and
historical sites in Afghanistan.
Ordinary Afghans: Photo-texts that visually depict or textually refer to civilian Afghans. If civilian Afghans
include visually recognizable women or girls, the image-text does not visually depict or textually refer to
the female gender of Afghans in a way that treats the female referents’ gender as part of, or the image’s
main subject and symbolic of larger social processes and phenomena in Afghanistan.
Afghan women as ‘symbols’: Photo-texts that visually depict Afghan women or girls and/or textually
refer to their female gender in a way that treats their gender as the main subject and symbolic of larger
social processes and phenomena in Afghanistan.

Based on these interpretations, I analyzed the two image-sets for the presence/absence of the ten image-topics,
as identified from the interview transcripts but adapted for comparison with the photo-texts. I present an
overview of the findings in Table 1. I also discuss how the presence/absence of each image-topic and contextual
differences between their depictions corresponded or did not correspond with the perceptions of the Afghan
photographers interviewed for this study.
Image Topics
Negative aspects of Afghanistan
Combatants
Political Leaders and actors
War and violence
Reconstruction
Democracy
Sports and recreation
Landscapes and historical sites
Ordinary Afghans
Afghan women as symbols

TIME Photo Feature (N=40)
No. of Images
Percentage
8
20%
28
70%
0
0%
22
55%
0
0%
2
5%
0
0%
2
5%
9
22.5%
5
12.5%

New Afghanistan (N=156)
No. of Images
Percentage
12
7.6%
4
2.5%
1
0.6%
4
2.5%
12
7.6%
5
3.2%
16
10.2%
35
22.4%
77
49.3%
33
21.1%

Table 1: Frequency of image-topics in chosen image-sets

Negative aspects of Afghanistan: In the TIME photo feature, 8 of 40 images (20%) refer to social ills and

problems in Afghanistan, but mostly those caused by gender violence against women 5. There are only three
photo-texts which depict social problems going beyond gender violence against women. One photo-text refers to
sickness and lack of adequate health care, another shows victims of a drought, and the third shows a woman
who had lost her arm during an aerial bombardment of her village. In the commentary for the photos, however,
all three problems, including health-care and drought, are contextualized in terms of the ongoing conflict.
This emphasis on the conflict as the cause of social ills is relatively less present in the 12 images depicting social
ills and problems among the 156 of the photo-book ‘New Afghanistan’. Only two images explicitly refer to the
‘impact of war’ (e.g. a woman with prosthetic limbs shown begging) to describe the scene being depicted, while
two more photo-texts indirectly refer to the conflict (e.g. a crying child referred to as a refugee.) The scenes
depicted in the other seven images cover a range of social ills and problems not directly related to war. These
include a disaster scene following an avalanche and a photo showing smog over Kabul, captioned ‘Kabul’s air
pollution’. Another three images refer to problems faced by Afghans because of a lack of basic amenities such as
access to water, electricity and transportation. Another image in this category portrays a poor family and refers to
their poverty as a social problem, and still another shows a man identified as a drug addict.
The presence or absence of images depicting social ills and problems was relatively comparable to the Afghan
photographers’ perceptions that internationally circulated images are biased in favor of showing negative aspects
of Afghanistan. While one in five images in the TIME photo feature depicted social ills and problems in
Afghanistan, less than ten percent of all the photographs in the book ‘New Afghanistan’ showed social problems.
5

As these images portrayed Afghan women and girls as symbols of their gender, they are also included and discussed in the
description of that particular image-topic.
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The differences between the representations of Afghanistan’s social ills and problems in the two image-sets were
most marked in the contexts where these social ills and problems were presented. In the TIME photo feature, the
root causes of the social ills and problems depicted were either gender oppression in Afghanistan or the ongoing
conflict. The commentary accompanying one photograph, by Yury Kozyrev, showing a young girl described as a
rape victim, even connected such gender violence to the ongoing conflict. As photographer Lary Towell wrote in
the commentary for the photograph he contributed to the TIME photo-series, Afghanistan appeared as a country
“almost 100 percent embroiled in this conflict”, much as Verschueren noted the ‘ubiquity’ of war in international
media representations of Afghanistan (2012: 157). The causes of the ills and problems mentioned in the photobook ‘New Afghanistan’ were more socially oriented and less often linked to the ongoing conflict.

Combatants: In the TIME photo feature, 28 of 40 images (70%) show combatants in the Afghan conflict. Of

these 28, seven show only Afghan resistance fighters and Taliban militants, while 21 images show either only
international troops stationed in Afghanistan (17) or international troops along with Afghan combatants (four).
There is a marked difference between how Afghan and international combatants are contextualized by captions in
the TIME photo feature. The Afghan combatants are either not referred to at all or are nameless, aside from one
exception. They are described as ‘Taliban’, ‘Taliban fighters’, ‘Afghans’ or ‘Afghan combatants’. Only for a portrait
image of an Afghan national army soldier does photographer Kevin Frayer mention the Afghan soldier’s name.
The namelessness of Afghan combatants is in sharp contrast to the attention given by international
photographers in their photographic contributions to the names, combat roles and even personal life stories of
international soldiers. Four of these images named the individual international soldiers, as well as detailed their
military status, while also describing their personal lives or the role they play in the image. Eight images referred
to their army units (regiments, battalions, divisions, platoons, etc.) or described the particular combat role they
played, such as ‘infantrymen’, ‘special forces’ or ‘GI’. There were also other ways international soldiers, even if
nameless, were referred to. In his caption to the image he contributed of a group of Welsh soldiers,
photographer Eros Hoagland mentioned that the faces of the soldiers reminded him of “Christian knights of the
first crusade”, while another caption mentioned that the image shows international soldiers – smiling and
engaged in playful wrestling – “as their mothers saw them”.
Of the images included in the book ‘New Afghanistan’, only four of 156 (2.5%) show combatants. While three
images show Afghan national army soldiers, only one shows international troops. The latter is not a picture of a
war scene but rather of a soccer match between an Afghan women’s team and a team of women soldiers
belonging to the International Security Assistance Force, with other international soldiers standing in the
background as spectators.
The observation by the respondents that international images of Afghanistan focus on military personnel,
expanded here to include all combatants, was borne out in the image-sets. Seven of every ten images in the
TIME photo feature portrayed combatants, while in the photo-book ‘New Afghanistan’ they appear in less than
five percent of the 156 images. The context in which Afghan combatants are presented in the TIME photo feature
is also markedly different from that of international soldiers. The Afghan combatants’ role as ‘fighters’ or ‘soldiers’
is emphasized over their humanity in the TIME photo series, while international soldiers are more specifically
identified, humanized in a few cases and glorified in one.

Political leaders and actors: In one image contributed by photographer Moises Saman in the TIME photo feature,

a photograph of the then-President of Afghanistan, Hamid Karzai, can be seen as part of a scene of a tribal
elders’ gathering. But this image cannot be said to be the primary topic of the image by Saman. Other than this
image within an image, there is only one other image of a politician in the two sets of images, though not of an
influential and widely recognized leader. This is in the book ‘New Afghanistan’, where one image captioned
‘Women participation in politics’ [sic.] shows an unnamed Afghan woman-politician holding up a red card against
an out-of-focus background, which appears to show a parliamentary setting.
The focus on political actors and leaders in international images of Afghanistan, which was observed by the
respondents and also noted by Verschuren (2012:108-112), was not confirmed by a comparison of the image
sets. Indeed it was not substantially present in either set of images. The reason for this relative absence of
political leaders and actors in the two sets of images can perhaps be that neither collection was meant to
accompany daily news from Afghanistan.

War and violence: A majority of the images in the TIME photo feature are from scenes of war and violence.

Twenty-two of 40 images (55%) are described by the contributing photographers as having been made in the
theater of war or when, or immediately after, an act of violence occurred. These images span the entire period
between 2001 and 2011 depicted in the series. The earlier-dated images included scenes of active combat
between the Taliban and international and Afghan troops during the 2001 US invasion. The later-dated images
are from scenes of continuing conflict in Afghanistan after the initial invasion: insurgent attacks on and bombings
of international troops. Of the images included in the book ‘New Afghanistan’, four (2.5%) may be said to refer to
a scene where acts of war and violence took place. For example, the caption of a photo taken through a rusted
tin wall, showing ruined buildings and a few people in front of them, refers to the subject of the image as ‘Kabul
after war’.
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The respondents’ views concerning international images of Afghanistan being dominated by scenes of war and
violence could also be located in the comparison of the two image-sets. The contrast was stark. Scenes of war
and violence made up over half of the images in the TIME photo feature, while just over two percent of the 156
images in ‘New Afghanistan’ related to war and violence.

Reconstruction: There are no images in the TIME photo feature that relate to the subject of reconstruction in

post-2001 Afghanistan. In contrast, 11 images are given a special section entitled ‘reconstruction’ in the photobook ‘New Afghanistan’, while one other image also shows reconstruction (7.6%). The various kinds of
infrastructure shown built or being built include a gas drilling operation, electrical cable being strung along a
road, houses under construction, roadwork, a railroad and a cellphone tower.
The preferences mentioned by Afghan photographers for images showing reconstruction in Afghanistan could be
found when comparing the image-sets. While there were no images of reconstruction efforts in Afghanistan in the
photos taken and chosen by international photographers for the TIME photo feature, there were more than ten
such images taken and chosen by Afghan photographers in ‘New Afghanistan’.

Democracy: In the TIME photo feature, two photographers contextualize their images (5%) in relation to the reintroduction of democracy in Afghanistan following the US invasion. In one image taken in 2004, the democratic
process is mentioned only in passing by the contributing photographer, Emilio Morenatti. The image was taken
while United Nations workers were unloading ballot kits from a helicopter in preparation for the first direct
presidential vote in a remote (unnamed) village in Afghanistan, Morenatti writes. But the image does not show
this process and portrays instead a group of young girls standing in a row with their faces uncovered, while the
caption refers to the primary subject of the image as showing “part of an Afghan generation still free of
repression imposed by Taliban rule”. The other image shows a meeting between a district chief and local tribal
elders in the village of Marja and refers to the US government’s “failure” to bring democracy to Afghanistan
through its “‘government-in-a-box’” strategy.

According to the captions, in the book ‘New Afghanistan’, five images (3.2%) refer to reintroduced democracy in
Afghanistan. Of these, three show Afghan women participating in politics. Another shows a poster of a female
election candidate on a lamp-post which is shredded and twisted out of shape, suggesting a past explosion, with
the caption ‘Exercising democracy’.
The difference in simple numbers and occurrences in the two sets of images that referred to democracy in
Afghanistan was not as great as the interviews suggested it would be. The difference was in the context where
the nascent Afghan democracy was presented in the two image-sets. In the TIME photo feature, one
photographer’s caption only mentioned renewed democratic processes in passing, while another contextualized
the democratic process in negative terms. In the book ‘New Afghanistan’, four images referred to the democratic
process in a positive light, while also using the participation of Afghan women in politics as a sign of progress in
Afghanistan. The photo-text captioned ‘Exercising Democracy’ may perhaps be read as a more ambivalent
comment on the renewal of democracy against the backdrop of an ongoing war.

Sports and recreation: The TIME photo feature does not include any pictures of Afghans engaging in sports or

recreation. The only image referring to sports or recreation was one of two international soldiers shown wrestling
with each other in a friendly manner. Among the images in the book ‘New Afghanistan’, 16 show (10.2%)
Afghans engaged in organized sport activities or unorganized ‘play’. Of these, three are of skiing, soccer and
cricket respectively, and five others show traditional Afghan sports, including Buzkashi, cock fighting, camel
fighting, traditional archery and traditional wrestling. In addition, eight images show Afghan children playing.
The preference of Afghan photographers for showing Afghans pursuing recreational or sports-related activities
could be determined through comparison of the two image-sets. The TIME photo feature included no images of
Afghans engaged in organized or unorganized physical recreation, while 16 such images appear in ‘New
Afghanistan’.

Landscapes and historical sites: In the TIME photo feature, there are two images (5%) which offer panoramic

views of landscapes while the text also specifically draws attention to them in the accompanying commentaries.
Both of them show the ruins of Kabul, one taken immediately before the US invasion in 2001 and the other in
2005. In the book ‘New Afghanistan’, 35 images (22.4%) show landscapes or cityscapes and historical sites (not
including those referring to reconstruction efforts in Afghanistan). Of these 35, 13 showed sites of historical
importance, while three were cityscapes of Kabul, Helmand city and of the ‘Mokhaberat intersection in Nangarhar
province’, respectively. The 13 historical sites depicted were from nine different Afghan provinces. A further 22
images were landscapes whose natural beauty was referred to in captions. These images of landscapes were
from 16 different Afghan provinces.
The preference to show natural beauty, landscapes and historical sites in Afghanistan mentioned by the
respondents in the interviews, as opposed to their absence in dominant international representations of
Afghanistan could be found in the two image-sets. Not counting the two images in the TIME photo feature that
show and refer directly to a landscape of devastation caused by war, no images show scenes of natural beauty or
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sites of historical importance in the country. In contrast, over 20 percent of the images that appear in ‘New
Afghanistan’ show cityscapes, landscapes, as well as historical sites from all across Afghanistan.

Ordinary Afghans: In the TIME photo feature, nine of the 40 images (22.5%) show non-combatant Afghans (not

including pictures that portray Afghan women and refer to their gender in the commentary). All nine images
contextualize the non-combatant Afghans depicted in terms of the war and violence that surround them. Thus, in
a comment on an image showing several children and an old man sitting in front of a house, the photographer
Mauricio Lima describes them as enjoying “momentary peace” before the arrival of US troops (with whom the
photographer was traveling).
In the book ‘New Afghanistan’, 77 images (49.3%) show non-combatant Afghans. Of these, 26 show Afghan
women and girls but do not refer to their gender in the caption accompanying the image. None of these image
captions refers to war in describing the non-combatant Afghans pictured. Instead, they are mostly referred to in
terms of the (civilian) activity they are engaged in and sometimes according to their age or ethnicity. The
majority (31) of these images show Afghans engaged in miscellaneous everyday or recreational pursuits. A
further 10 images are portraits of Afghan men and children, whereby the captions refer to their youth or
innocence, positive mood or other aspects of their demeanor captured in the images.
The preference of Afghan photographers mentioned in the interviews for showing ‘ordinary people’ in Afghanistan
was borne out by the wide gulf between the number of times non-combatant Afghans appear in images of the
two sets. While they make up less than one quarter of all images in the TIME photo feature, almost half of all
images in ‘New Afghanistan’ show non-combatant Afghans. The difference in the contexts where non-combatant
Afghans were represented is also striking. The international photographers in the TIME photo feature
contextualized non-combatants solely as victims of war, whereas images in ‘New Afghanistan’ portrayed the
everyday lives of Afghans as neither circumscribed nor defined by war in the country. The portrayal of Afghans
engaged in everyday activities in ‘New Afghanistan’ thus supports Verschueren’s (2012) suggestion that Afghan
photographers can bring attention to the lived realities of Afghans, rather than portraying their lives as dominated
by an all-encompassing and intransigent conflict.

Afghan women as symbols: In the TIME photo feature, five images (12.5%) contextualize the Afghan women

depicted in terms of oppression experienced by women in Afghan society. A young girl who was a victim of rape
is shown in one (as mentioned above), while two others show women who have suffered gender-related violence.
One image shows a burqa-clad woman walking through the ruins of Kabul city. The photographer, Eric Bouvet,
refers to the burqa she is wearing as a symbol for all of Afghanistan. Another shows a group of young girls with
their faces uncovered and refers to them as ‘free of oppression’ by the Taliban, because they are not veiled
(mentioned above). Apart from these five, one other image (by photographer Gary Knight) refers to the Afghan
women depicted – shown at the admissions office of Kabul University after the fall of the Taliban in 2001 – as a
symbol of hope for the future of Afghanistan.
In the book ‘New Afghanistan’, 33 images (21.1%) refer to the gender of women depicted. Twenty-one of these
contextualize them as symbols representing progress in the status of women in Afghan society, showing them as
studying, working or engaged in sports. Seven images refer to the woman protagonists shown as symbols of
cultural diversity (drawing attention to the traditional ethnic costumes they are wearing) or refer to them as
symbolizing ‘beauty’6. Apart from these, two other images in ‘New Afghanistan’, while depicting women, offer a
more complex conception of the status of women in Afghanistan that goes beyond iconizing them as symbols of
either oppression or progress for Afghan women. The first, by photographer Basir Seerat, shows a burqa-clad
woman clutching a book whose cover picture is of a woman wearing a hijab. The cryptic caption states ‘tradition
& modernity’. The second image, by photographer Farzana Wahidy, shows a burqa-clad woman magazine seller
holding a magazine in front of her veiled face. On the magazine’s cover we see a woman with face uncovered,
creating an unsettling visual contrast. Both pictures visually and textually refer to the ambiguous changes and
continuities in the position of women in Afghanistan.
In the research interviews, the Afghan photographers said that images using Afghan women as symbols are
dominant in international representation of Afghanistan, and are as well images they themselves prefer. This
commonality was not numerically borne out in the comparison of the presence/absence of this topic in the two
sets of images. While less than 15% of the images in the TIME photo feature depict and contextualize Afghan
women as symbols, more than 40% of the images in ‘New Afghanistan’ directly or indirectly use Afghan women
as symbols.
There was also a contextual difference in how Afghan women were used as symbols in the two image-sets. Only
one of the six photographs which referred to the gender of the women depicted in the TIME photo feature
6

While 26 images are included where the gender of the women depicted is not explicitly mentioned in the context provided, the
images in ‘New Afghanistan’ also show women shopping, dancing at a wedding, teaching, a woman singing at a concert, a
portrait of a woman who is referred to as a contestant in an Afghan talent hunt TV show, a woman worshipping, and another of
a woman working beside men as a road laborer.
© 2019 by verlag irena regener berlin
10

Saumava Mitra
Safety culture changing visual representations of wars?

conflict & communication online, Vol. 18, No. 1, 2019

interpreted the women shown as symbols of ‘progress’ in Afghan society, rather than of oppression in Afghan
society. Among the 33 images where the Afghan women depicted are referred to by their gender in ‘New
Afghanistan’, 31 do not mention in any way their oppression in Afghan society and instead use the women
depicted as positive symbols: of progress, beauty, or national and ethnic culture. The two others visually and
contextually point to the complex changes and continuities in the social positions of and roles played by women in
Afghanistan rather than referring solely to gender oppression 7.
While keeping these differences in mind, observations by the respondents in this study of international
representations of Afghanistan, and comparison of these two image-sets can be seen as proof of a shared
tendency to use Afghan women as metonymic devices to convey both positive and negative messages about
Afghan society.
In sum, the Afghan photographers’ awareness of known biases and stereotypes in international representations
of Afghanistan, and their self-reported preferences largely corresponded with how different topics appeared in
the two image-sets. Most importantly, the correspondence of the Afghan photographers’ responses regarding
their preferred image-topics to the topics found to be most prevalent in the photo-book ‘New Afghanistan’ does
go some way towards showing that Afghan photographers are not only aware of the biases and stereotypes in
international representations but also can depict Afghanistan differently – in most cases – through topics other
than those that dominate international representations. This goes some way towards supporting the claim for a
potential among Afghan photographers to challenge and change international representations of Afghanistan that
are circulated for international audiences, especially if, and as, they come to play increasingly important editorial
roles in picturing the conflict in their own countries for audiences abroad.
7. Conclusions
It is important to acknowledge that because both parts of this study are qualitative in their approach and design,
the findings presented above cannot be generalized to every journalistic context and conflict. Another limitation
of this study is that while I have described at length how Afghan women were used as symbols in images of
Afghanistan, I have not traced differences in the perceptions of Afghan women photographers or the images they
produce. This is because only two of the 18 photographers whose perceptions I report above were woman, and
thus differentiation of perceptions based on gender was not feasible given the available data.
Despite these limitations, this study points to an important, under-reported topic within the larger issue of
journalists’ safety. I start by questioning what kinds of impacts on journalism arise from ways of perceiving risks
to journalists in contemporary conflict zones, particularly because risks to local journalists and international
journalists in conflict zones have been understood differently since 9/11 (Palmer, 2018). I explore one potential
fallout of this different perception of risks for local and international news-staffs: the visual effects of
internationally-circulated images of war. My study seeks to understand such visual effects from the viewpoint of
local photojournalists working in conflict zones, to see if and how growing reliance on them to produce visual
news about ‘distant’ conflicts may affect how wars come to be represented for international audiences.
This study describes both the perceptions of local photographers in Afghanistan regarding biases and stereotypes
in how the conflict in their home country is depicted internationally and their differing preferences for how
Afghanistan should be portrayed visually. It thereby shows that local photographers, who are also involved in
international image production, can strive to come to terms with the dominant hegemonic perspectives reflected
in international conflict images. The study grounds these perceptions in actual differences in the performances of
Afghan photographers when representing Afghanistan to international audiences and shows that local
photojournalists can also struggle to change those very terms. These findings from Afghanistan show that a
potential (perhaps positive) impact on how conflicts are visually represented for international audiences is within
the realm of possibility as part of the ‘safety culture’ in conflict correspondence (Palmer, 2018). Particularly the
perception of heightened dangers to foreign photojournalists rather than local photojournalists in today’s conflict
zones remains current within the news industry.
But if stereotypical and biased photographic representations of conflicts in internationally circulated images are
indeed to change because of the growing ‘safety culture’ for international news-staffs in conflict correspondence,
it cannot stem merely from the increasing number of local photographers engaged in conflict-related image
production processes for international audiences. It must also include granting editorial control to local staffs to
represent conflicts in their countries in their own terms for international audiences. Only then could the possibility
to challenge hegemonic discourses in the global North about distant conflicts – which the growing importance of
local photographers in conflict zones has made possible – be fully realized. This study advances an argument, by

7

In the 26 other images depicting Afghan women but not referring to their gender textually, although again none of the women
are shown in contexts of gender oppression or violence, their relatively ‘free’ movement in different social spheres can also be
seen as a broad reference to the progress in the status of Afghan women in Afghan society.
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extension of its findings, regarding the worth of contributions local photographers can make in conflict zones.
This argument encompasses not just a call for increased engagement of local image-producers and the necessary
ceding of editorial power to them to change and challenge hegemonic perspectives through their images, but also
for better provisions for their safety to be provided by the international news industry 8.
This is the other side of the coin of the growing number of local photographers working for international
audiences in conflict zones such as Afghanistan. If this trend is to to continue and if we are to benefit from these
local image-makers’ ability to provide international audiences with different, non-stereotypical imagery of
contemporary conflicts, then the safety of local photojournalists in contemporary conflict zones should receive
greater attention. I hope the future will bring more engagement from practitioners and scholars with the work
local image-makers are doing in conflict zones, and the importance of the images they produce of these conflicts,
in order to advance as much as is possible the cause of providing secure employment conditions and
environments for their work.
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Lokale Fixer werden für die internationalen Medien aufgrund zunehmender Bedrohung der Sicherheit
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Fixers in corporate media: Pashtun journalists under threat in North Western Pakistan
Local fixers are becoming increasingly important for international media due to escalating security
threats to international journalists, budget cuts within international media organizations, and the
disappearance of long-stay correspondents. Local fixers give local color and context to news stories,
but their work in conflict regions is extremely dangerous. Making things worse, fixers are at the bottom
of the international correspondence totem pole. This paper approaches the situation from the
perspective of fixers using qualitative in-depth interviews made in northwestern Pakistan, whereby we
see fixers’ problems in a wider context of post-colonial relationships. The role of Western international
journalists is discussed within a cultural context of hegemony, primarily drawing on theories of Edward
Said and Antonio Gramsci.

The author:
Dr. Altaf Ullah Khan is Professor of Mass Communication at Forman Christian College University in
Lahore, Pakistan. Dr. Khan has a PhD from the Institute of KMW, University of Leipzig, Germany
(2004). He has taught development communication, media system in Pakistan, media ethics and laws,
issues in communication, peace journalism, and trauma and journalists at the department of JMC. Dr.
Altaf Ullah Khan worked as Director Independent Project Reporting (IPR) a joint venture of GIZ,
Government of Pakistan, and UoP, IPR. (http://www.iprjmc.org.pk) and was the coordinator of
Competence and Trauma Centre for Journalists (CTCJ) at Peshawar University.
Address: Forman Christian College, University in Lahore. Ferozpur Road, Lahore 54600, Pakistan.
eMail: altafkhan@gmail.com

conflict & communication online, Vol. 18, No. 1, 2019
www.cco.regener-online.de
ISSN 1618-0747

Altaf Khan

Fixers in corporate media: Pashtun journalists under threat in North Western Pakistan
Kurzfassung: Lokale Fixer werden für die internationalen Medien aufgrund zunehmender Bedrohung der Sicherheit
internationaler Journalisten, Haushaltskürzungen in den internationalen Medienorganisationen und dem Verschwinden des
Langzeit-Korrespondenten immer wichtiger. Lokale Fixer verleihen Nachrichtengeschichten lokales Flair und Kontext. Obwohl
ihre Arbeit in Konfliktregionen äußerst gefährlich ist, stehen die Fixer in der internationalen Korrespondentenhierarchie ganz
unten. Der vorliegende Aufsatz untersucht die aus ihrer Perspektive bestehende Situation mittels qualitativer Tiefeninterviews,
die im Nordwesten Pakistans durchgeführt wurden. Gestützt auf die Theorien von Edward Said und Antonio Gramsci stellt er die
Probleme der Fixer in den größeren Zusammenhang postkolonialer Beziehungen und diskutiert die Rolle westlicher
internationaler Journalisten im kulturellen Kontext der Hegemonie.

Abstract: Local fixers are becoming increasingly important for international media due to escalating security threats to

international journalists, budget cuts within international media organizations, and the disappearance of long-stay
correspondents. Local fixers give local color and context to news stories, but their work in conflict regions is extremely
dangerous. Making things worse, fixers are at the bottom of the international correspondence totem pole. This paper
approaches the situation from the perspective of fixers using qualitative in-depth interviews made in northwestern Pakistan,
whereby we see fixers’ problems in a wider context of post-colonial relationships. The role of Western international journalists is
discussed within a cultural context of hegemony, primarily drawing on theories of Edward Said and Antonio Gramsci.

1. Introduction
International reporting has changed its structure so much that we may soon be nearing the demise of
international correspondence as we know it. There are several reasons for this structural change, including
financial, political, and logistical ones. Modern technology has replaced the long-stay correspondent with
“parachute” journalists. This is believed to have affected the empathy levels of foreign journalists in a negative
manner. As financial constraints have forced news organizations to shut down many of their overseas operations,
the rise of technology and the ensuing spread of internet and social media use have posed new challenges for
international correspondence. These developments have changed the nature of journalistic storytelling, in terms
of both information collection and narration.
The local journalist has also been seriously affected by all these developments. Those working in zones of conflict
have been more exposed to the dangers of retaliation due the rise of awareness among parties in conflict, on the
one hand, and the demands of Western media organizations for more audio-visual details, on the other. At the
same time, these journalists are being asked to create more novel content, due to the rise of citizen journalism
and increasing competition for traditional media structures. These changes affect all journalists irrespective of
their positions in the media hierarchy, but those at the lowest levels of the structure are definitely getting the
worst of the deal. These are the ones known as ‘fixers’ in professional parlance. Fixers are reporters from within
conflict zones who have the job of providing raw material for stories to be published in Western media. This
report explains the perspectives of journalists working for international media in the conflict zones of northwestern Pakistan, Kyber Pukhtunkhwa (KP) bordering Afghanistan and the Federally Administered Tribal Areas
(FATA).
The idea for this paper originated from a four-week course entitled “Journalism in Zones of Conflict”, in which
students from the Department of Journalism and Mass Communication (JMC) at the University of Peshawar and
from RMIT University in Australia participated in a collaborative virtual classroom.1 The first contingent of
students included working journalists from KP and FATA 2. This paper is based on in-depth interviews with
journalists in Peshawar who have had experience working as fixers for international media. The interviews were
made during spring and summer 2018. The interviewed journalists were either graduates of JMC or they had
received some training there. The aim of the interviews was to gain knowledge of the journalists’ experiences and
working conditions while reporting for international media.
The theoretical considerations of the research are based on discussions of the asymmetrical relationships
between post-colonial societies and former colonizers, drawing inspiration from Noam Chomsky’s analysis of

1
2

https://lagunita.stanford.edu/courses/course-v1:Education+VSE102+ongoing/about
The Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) were merged into the province of KP in 2018.
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Western capitalism (Chomsky 2002 and 2013).3 The work of Edward Said (1997 and 2001) provides the basic
premises of the study, but theories of power relations are also important here.
2. Context: the Fixers’ World
The journalistic system and connected news production processes have long been subjected to harsh criticism.
Imbalance in the flow of information and cultural hegemony are two main areas of critique that directly point to
political interest-based, Western-biased representations in global news structures. The system has, however,
been analyzed from a holistic perspective and much less from an individual, human perspective. International
correspondence is a process where international correspondents operate. There are well-known correspondents
and others working in relative obscurity. The celebrities of international journalism, international correspondents,
are known everywhere, but there is another group of individuals whom nobody knows outside their immediate
life circle: the fixers.
The fixer is the local man or woman on the ground who secures that critical interview, gets access to that allimportant location, who reads between the lines when the situation is rife with local complexity (Yong, 2018).
This is the “age of the death of international correspondence”, announced Kevin Williams in a widely read book
(Williams, 2011, p. 168). International correspondence is being transformed by many factors. Financial and
budgetary constraints in the media industry are one. Another is the change of focus after the end of the Cold
War. Global alliances have changed their patterns, and like small businesses in villages, great powers are trying
to cut costs and set new rules of engagement in international partnerships. The rise of new power centers after
the dormant 1990s, when the US remained the lone superpower, has changed the international political and
ideological demography. “The foreign correspondent, a type incomparably satirized by Evelyn Waugh in his novel
Scoop, and celebrated by Alfred Hitchcock in his film Foreign Correspondent, is an endangered species. Only a
few major news organizations, such as the BBC and the New York Times, still have worldwide networks of
resident correspondents, in what are traditionally called foreign bureaux (or bureaus, according to taste)” (Ash,
2010).
The fixers are known as the “unsung heroes of global journalism” (Yong, 2018), because of their anonymity in
the system of international correspondence. This anonymity doesn’t simply have financial or status implications
for these local journalists, it also has a deeper international impact. They become part of a system of news
production where they don’t have any control over the process of reporting news about their own communities.
Nor is their opinion asked regarding the structure of a news story. This, in effect, could be seen as nothing short
of symbolic annihilation (Gerbner & Gross, 1976; Lobo & Cabecinhas, 2010) of the communities. Since they have
an identity of “organic intellectuals” (Gramsci, 1971, p. 5), representing a people, their inability to further the
cause of their respective communities drives them into alienation, a loss of respect that entails alienation within
their own immediate environments. To the international media, fixers are simply day laborers, paid either per
piece (article) or per day (for data collected for an international correspondent’s story). The problem with this
distant relationship from the sources of the news production process is that no cultural empathy is possible
between media decision-makers and fixers.
3. Intercultural Contexts of Fixers’ Working Conditions
The roots of this indifference to local narratives in international correspondence could easily be seen as the
agenda of international media, which is Western-centric. But the problems and identity crises this creates have
deeper roots. These roots are not restricted to journalism alone. They lie in the very nature of an age-old
relationship between the dominant West and the colonized East. Post-colonial bias has been discussed by many
writers and academics. Edward Said’s approach to Orientalism is a useful perspective to understand deeper
reasons behind Western media insistence on the Anglo-American model of journalism, emphasizing a Westerncentric idea of objectivity.
Orientalism can be discussed and analyzed as the corporate institution for dealing with the Orient – dealing with
it by making statements about it, authorizing views of it, describing it, by teaching it, settling it, ruling over it: in
short, Orientalism as a Western style for dominating restructuring, and having authority over the Orient (Said,
2001, 11).
Still today, some academic writers question the orthodoxy of giving Western colonialism a “bad name”. In a 2017
article by Bruce Gilley entitled The Case for Colonialism, the author argues that Western colonialism was, as a
general rule, both objectively beneficial and subjectively legitimate in most of the places where it was established,
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intellectual movements inspired by him and his colleagues have greatly shaped our intellectual horizons.
© 2019 by verlag irena regener berlin

2

Atlaf Khan
Fixers in corporate media

conflict & communication online, Vol. 18, No. 1, 2019

using realistic measures of those concepts (Gilley, 2017). Gilley further argues in favor of the importance of the
colonial heritage:
The countries that embraced their colonial inheritance, by and large, did better than those that spurned it. Anticolonial ideology imposed grave harms on subject peoples and continues to thwart sustained development and a
fruitful encounter with modernity in many places.
And finally, he confirms the imperativeness of the colonial legacy by giving the recipe for development, saying,
“Colonialism can be recovered by weak and fragile states today in three ways: by reclaiming colonial modes of
governance; by recolonising some areas; and by creating new Western colonies from scratch (ibid.)”. Following a
number of complaints, the article was eventually withdrawn from Third World Quarterly, but the point was
already made and the colonial bias given fresh academic affirmation.
Orientalism also ensures a storytelling style focused on the needs of Western audiences, the local audiences of
the Western journalist (Hachten & Scotton, 2015). Recent research suggests that news outlets are responsive to
the preferences of their audiences, which want like-minded news reporting. Deeply embedded incentive
structures, often operating almost unconsciously, influence how reporters and editors anticipate the demands of
their audiences and the marketplace (Burman, 2011; Whiby; 2015). International correspondents and
correspondence itself are foreign policy partners of governments (Williams, 2011). Since Western nations
dominate the world, the Anglo-American model of journalism has been granted the position of authority and
definitive decision-making. Entering the realm of international journalism demands an understanding of, and a
submission to, this model. A good journalist is supposed to know the “objective” way of storytelling. And
objectivity is always decided on the basis of the Western model of objectivity and professionalism (Williams,
2011).
In the early days of international correspondence, professional journalists dedicated their lives to acquiring a
native sense of the culture, language, and other social elements of places where they resided. Those were the
days of long-stay correspondents. The BBC’s Mark Tully 4 was a classic example. Before this was the era of war
correspondents. These were more or less the same as our present-day embedded journalists. Traveling with
colonial troops into what were known as barbarian enemy territories provided a sense of mystery that embedded
journalists enjoyed, but it was not objective journalism. How could one find the truth while strongly immersed in
colonial military camps?
The idea of colonialism was based on feelings of foreignness taken as the last defense of humanity within a
desert of barbarity and inhumanity. With its sense of patriotism and loyalty to empire, colonialism remained a
salient trait of journalism during those romantic days (Beuscher, 1996). Churchill’s account of his encounter with
the Pashtoons offers a picture of the native people that is anything but empathetic. He considered it right to burn
down Mohmand villages, because these “very cruel people” did “need a lesson” (Coughlin, 2013). His
commitment to empire, as well as his sympathy for the Her Majesty’s Soldiers is evident in his advice to readers
“to obtain a clear idea of a soldier’s life on active service, they must mentally share the fatigue of the march and
the monotony of the camp’” (Coughlin, 2013).
Keeping this colonial context in mind, I would argue that international correspondence and correspondents are
not simply working in a demand-supply context. There are rather deep-rooted cultural contexts that help in
developing rituals of international correspondence, that rule the matrix of international journalism.
4. Hegemony in the Context of a Post-Colonial legacy
The “death of international correspondence” is also a “death of the distance” (Williams, 2011). Conflict-ridden
regions of the world have also become difficult zones for Western journalists to operate in. The new international
journalism is aided by the death of distance, antagonistic military strategies that include embedded
correspondence as a necessary ingredient, and the parachute journalism that lets internationals stay home most
of the time and dive in only when there is urgent need. These professionals are naturally looking for big stories,
stories with sensational content, and what could be more sensational than death and destruction? This has
changed the very ethical construct of international correspondence. Unfortunately, in most cases it has become a
routine where packs of Western journalists enjoy the security of their respective forces in zones of conflict,
getting information from different forces and discussing this within small circles, during evenings spent in safe
places. There are no more scoops, and the issue is not exclusivity or novelty. It is about sharing information and
looking for newer, bloodier regions of conflict when events become boring in any one place. Pack journalism

4

Sir William Mark Tully, Born in 1935 in India, joined the BBC in 1964. He resigned from the BBC in 1994. He was the author of
the famous book Amritsar: Mrs. Gandhi’s Last Battle, which shows the broad scope of his understanding of Indian culture.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mark_Tully
He is one of the major examples of long stay correspondents for whom the term “going native” has been coined.
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necessitates a first world fraternity, predominantly Western, where decisions are made through closed group
dynamics, and journalists decide to move from one area to another in flocks (Williams, 2011, 115).
If we examine the problem in greater detail, it goes beyond routines and technological developments. It has the
same flavor as Churchill’s loyalty to the British empire. In fact, it somehow builds on the sense of superiority the
West feels toward the East. This is a routine rooted in colonial, post-colonial bias. International correspondence is
already heavily laden with a colonial legacy. There is a great deal of displeasure with the representation of the
subject states, the post-colonial societies and zones of conflict in the developing world.
In questioning the growing hegemony of the Anglo-American model of journalism, new forms and practices of
journalism have been articulated (Williams, 2011).
But the roots of all this extend deeper into the cultural fabric. The West sees the East, the Orient, as monolithic.
It is easier to generalize the misery of the Orient and then depart on a mission to rectify things. This messianic
approach, as Said puts it, could be seen even in the analysis of the most humane Western observers of the
Orient. Intellectuals like Karl Marx were not immune from this malaise (Said, 2001). The process of meaning
making and controlling discourse patterns is at the roots of the international system of journalism, known as
international correspondence.
Such an activity takes place perforce in a specific time and place and is engaged in by a specifically located
individual, with a specific background, in a particular situation, for a particular series of ends (Said, 2001).
The goal, in Said’s view, is to make “another country” out of a real place (Said, 1997; p. 123). Journalists create
an image of a country according to the Western audience’s preferences or the West’s prejudices. They leave
many questions unanswered, ignoring them to satisfy the interests of their government or the cultural biases they
are born with. At times, it is simply in the interest of the herd, the group of Western journalists, to work in packs.
They decide when to move to greener pastures, finding events about which they can publish more easily. They
know that their audience in the West has a habit of losing interest in repetitive conflict coverage. So to keep
interest alive, they move on to other places. Since a complete story is never told, the audience in the West
remains largely addicted to a myth rather than to any reality. The fervor to serve their own audience is easily
transformed into nationalism and cultural hegemonic trends. Like the young Churchill in his day, they consider it
crucial that their image of reality should be accepted as authentic. Even when there is disagreement within the
dominant West, a different opinion is regarded as an “alternative” (Said, 1997, p. 127) account of reality,
confirming the veracity of the original narrative. Western newspapers (or other media outlets) are not simply
newspapers, but are journals of “record”, viewing themselves as representing the world in accordance with
specific conceptions of what their (country’s) interests are (Said, 1997, p. 127). The issue of slanting news
becomes a missionary enterprise instead of a professional fulfillment of journalistic duty.
This is an image of the Western journalist’s mindset while covering conflict zones. The question that arises in this
context and that needs an answer is: Why do local fixers agree to this distorted view of their own self, while
representing the world around them from a Western perspective?
The simplest explanation could be financial benefits and the gain in status by being part of larger, more important
media structures. The psychology of status is at work. But the issue is not so simple. The current of Western
views of the Orient (or the East) does not find easy acceptance in the non-Western world. The difficulty in
understanding Western curiosity through a specific lens is still seen as suspect in these countries (Said, 1997, p.
138). And since journalists are considered part of the organic intelligentsia, one cannot accept the mistaken
notion that their adoption of the Western view of their homelands is innocently voluntary. Rather, again according
to Said, Western journalists are well aware of the “dangers of selfish interest followed in the name of patriotism,
chauvinism, ethnic, religious, and racial hatred” (1994, p. 21). But this very awareness should not lure us into
accepting the myth of a harmonious world, even on the intellectual plane. Said warns us against any such
misconception, calling it “disingenuous to suppose that ideas of peace and community have much of a chance
when power is moved to action by aggressive perceptions of ‘vital national interests’ or unlimited sovereignty”
(Said, 1994, p. 21). Although all this happens within a biased representation, fixers are not simpletons. They
often constitute the very core of a society’s intelligentsia. Why do they then so uncritically submit to the
expectations of Western counterparts? Journalists in crisis zones accept the views of the Western media and are
in the habit of defending them within their own countries. The process of this acceptance occurs on a cultural
level and is a manifestation of cultural hegemony that reveals itself in the form of media hegemony. The local
journalist, instead of becoming counter-hegemonic, remains within the frame of the global media structure. A
counter-hegemonic voice of the South, as some would like to call it, is not possible, since the whole matrix of
expression and arguments that forms the basis of discourse is rooted in the hegemonic paradigm (Painter, 2008).
According to Gramsci, the “West” has dominated cultural patterns in the “East” since the rise and consolidation of
European civilization (1971, p. 447). Not only has it “crystallized” itself as a cultural monolith, but it has also
gotten Western values “accepted worldwide” due to its “worldwide hegemony” (Gramsci, 1971, p. 447). Despite
its rather obscure rise in the idea of East and West, the West’s cultural dominance has not remained an
intellectual construct, but has trickled into the cultural formats of societies (Gramsci, 1971, p. 417). Within this
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structure powerful nations force weaker ones to accept and perform actions they would not choose if they were
not under hegemonic influence:
societies under the domination of an alien and stronger culture have usually been compelled, by force or
otherwise, to learn the language and to try to understand the ways of those who dominate them (Said, 1997, p.
137).
It is within this context that we see a fixer as a person who collects information for a Western counterpart to
satisfy the latter’s preferences, because the latter represents an audience that pays the bills. Stringers work hard
to do their job to their patrons’ satisfaction under this tacit understanding. They need money and an identity. To
get both, or a bit of one or the other, they put themselves in difficult situations. The problem with the capitalist,
corporate argument is that Western journalists are well compensated and have good insurance coverage.
Stringers are not given any of these benefits.
5. Killing Fields: Information Regime in North-Western Pakistan
Over the last couple of years, Western journalists’ access to conflict zones has been restricted. Governments in
conflict regions like Pakistan do not give Western journalists free and easy access to conflict ridden areas.
Obtaining a “No Objection Certificate” (NOC) has become mandatory for all Western journalists working in
Pakistan. The new information regime has made it difficult for Western journalists to get first-hand accounts of
events.
The new information regime has added to local fixers’ workloads, making it very difficult for them to gather all
the information Western journalists demand. On one hand, Western media demand the same sensationalism as
ever, while on the other, chances of finding such news are steadily diminishing. Some fixers complain about their
Western counterparts’ attitude, but none dare to speak out openly, because they could lose their jobs. For fixers,
it is a no-win situation, because they are local persons spending their lives and existences within zones of conflict.
Even if they don’t provide news, to avoid the wrath of conflict parties, international media may develop a
narrative that is dangerous for the life and security of local journalists in the field. Should these journalists try to
explain to the conflict parties that they did not break the story, extremists would never listen to them. Most of the
time the extremist and information control structures (the state and the civil and military bureaucracy) know the
truth, but they decide to punish the individual (or individuals) to send a strong message to media organizations in
the West. Punishment takes different forms: It could be as minor as a warning, e.g., losing a job, or as extreme
as killing a single fixer or even a whole family.5 A fatal result of this inability to have any say in the news process
shows itself in the displeasure of the parties to the conflict, one of the most dangerous conflicts in any
functioning state (Khan, 2011b). Many Pakistani journalists have been killed merely for contributing stories to
international media.6 Some, or even many of them, declined to provide information that was dangerous for their
survival in zones of conflict. Yet their respective international media organizations decided to use other sources
from outside conflict zones and tell the whole story in detail. In one case, a journalist hailed from the very zone
of conflict and lived there, becoming a target, a casualty of gross negligence by his parent organization. Such
practices cannot be defended in the name of journalistic professionalism.
The difference views of ‘objective journalism’ are problematic for journalistic capacity in zones of conflict, where
local journalists are not well trained to operationalize the concept. But the misunderstanding is not one-sided.
While the Pakistani journalist might not be well equipped, the Western counterparts and their organizations never
had a good grasp of the situation on the ground. Pakistan, being one of these extremely conflict-ridden areas,
both from within and without, is a place where death looms large in a financially precarious life world of
journalistic professionals.
This situation exposes these journalists to grave physical danger. Surviving local and global danger in a tightly
controlled workplace and larger environment is not easy. Local journalists covering global issues by working with
international media organizations decide to accept the risk to life and limb by associating themselves with values
not compatible with the ruling ideas in their home country.
6. Operational problems and their possible solutions
The role of international correspondent has become more important than ever. The number of men and women
representing international media organizations is on the rise. Almost all of them operate in zones of conflict
5

The above discussion is based on interviews and group discussions with many journalists, both male and female, in Peshawar.
These include journalists from FATA and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. None of them wishes to be named, for two obvious reasons.
First, fear to get into harms way in Pakistan, and second, fear to lose their jobs as stringers because, in their opinion, Western
media organizations do not tolerate criticism.
6
The death of Voice of America Journalist Muhammd Atif in 2016 is one of many tragic events occurring in the line of duty
https://www.insidevoa.com/a/voa-reporter-killed-in-pakistan--------137499668/178566.html
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where they face threats to life and family. The rise of international conflicts and global involvement in them has
increased the need for information enormously. The world is being interpreted, made and remade, through the
media image of the whole planet and its different parts. The unintended, unplanned spread of news, even from
within local Western media, has made journalism one of the main decision-making factors within world politics
and international relations. As Mowlana put it succinctly, “information infrastructure and the information society
are a part of every major global agenda” (2016, p. 85). Due to this rise in new power dynamics, the most
important question is “whose interests are served by the new infrastructure and environment of international
communication?” (2016, p. 86). The communication structures that also serve the system of journalism are
instruments of control because the developed Western powers’ “use of communication technologies increased the
global power of the industrial countries, especially to maintain colonies and empires. Industrialization, combined
with communication institutions, resulted in Western influence over Africa, the Middle East, Asia, and Latin
America” (Mowlana, 2016, p. 86). Within this powerful structure of news gathering, biased presentation, and
global policy influence, the fixer is nowhere visible. The number of fixers is on the rise in international
correspondence, but their role is diminishing. This professional group is the most neglected segment of
international journalism. They are low paid, work at higher risk, are never consulted about themes and topics, let
alone the main contours of the story, and also never recognized with a byline, but face all the consequences of
the international story published within local crisis-ridden frameworks. This is a perfect recipe for trauma (Khan,
2011).
The international journalists’ fraternity never took off in Pakistan over the last 40 years during the Afghan war
and the aftermath of 9/11. Internal conflict, terrorism in Pakistan, and the war on terror likewise had no impact
on the relationship between well-known, high-salary Western journalists and their anonymous, tyrannized,
underpaid Pakistani counterparts. In the news gathering business, the fixers’ role is becoming increasingly
important, but recognition eludes them more with every passing day. The war within has taken the luxury of firsthand inquiry away from Western journalists. They are becoming increasingly dependent on local fixers to get the
story. Their sources are dwindling, because of restrictions imposed on them by governments, theirs and the
Pakistani. In turn, they receive only an elitist version, mostly from Islamabad, Lahore and Karachi, their own
embassies, with which they need to remain in constant touch for obvious security reasons. Going “off base” is no
longer an option, especially after the brutal murder of Daniel Pearl (Foundation, 2014).
Pack journalism is likewise impossible, since the number of foreigners staying in Pakistan is decreasing.
Journalists do not like to sit around and be on someone else’s watch before they can move. Once frustrated by
tough, regimented routines, they either prefer to look for greener pastures elsewhere, or keep on parachuting, or
both. Staying in Pakistan is not easy. It is a settled country, no place to be in a state of war where one could look
for one’s own forces to get ‘embedded’ in. Nothing doing! One has to face a highly organized bureaucracy that
makes life very difficult. One has little time and lots of hurdles to cross. The stress of losing time in bureaucratic
procedures kills enthusiasm for the scoop. So, even short-stay correspondents are not interested, let alone
idolized long-stay legends. No expertise can be developed, because one never intends to stay long. The number
of languages to learn and the cultural nuances to master is daunting, keeping in mind great hostility facing
journalists in the field.
But the story is important. One needs to get it. And get it with exclusivity to justify the resources invested. This
exclusivity becomes a problem in the overall situation. The fixer thus becomes more important than ever. Fixers
are expected to literally craft the story out in the field. Given a list of complex questions to answer for a paycheck
that can only be had when all blanks are filled in, the fixer’s job is not just difficult, it is dangerous. He is a local in
the killing fields, where the enemy is well disguised, blending into the scenery, one of their own kind, native sons
all, and thus information collection is a very dangerous business.
“We are given a list to complete with the places to go and the persons to interview. This is dangerous. Even if we
tell them that certain tasks are impossible, they would not listen. Since the payment is tied to the deliverables,
and we are in need of money, we strive hard to get complete information,” said one young journalist while
talking about the difficult life of a stringer (Interviewed fixer, 2017).
People living in conflict zones are not considered rational enough to decide on the angle and structure of
reportage. Anglo-American standards are also another big problem. The importance of Western languages,
especially English in Pakistan, also limits a journalist’s access to information and capacity to use it. Inability to
express oneself in English is taken as further proof that fixers do not merit any compensation. Low wages and
non-accreditation as an international journalist stem from the same bias against locals.
The fixer’s status in the structure of international media is a great problem. Fixers are not big earners in their
own country. In Pakistan most men and women, predominantly young, take a fixer job to earn some outside
income to complement their very low wages from media jobs. They cannot depend on fixer assignments as a
source of income, because this group of professionals doesn’t have recognition as international correspondents.
Most of their international parent organizations don’t consider them permanent employees. They are just parttime helpers who fill in when Western reporters are unavailable. The problem with working for international
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organizations is that local audiences expect suitable representations of local issues, or at least a clear perspective
on local life in general. This goes beyond the stringer’s payroll. They are simply providers of raw data, but are
never in any way influential in developing story lines. Besides the imminent threat to life and security there is the
problem of losing local audiences. Unfortunately, media organizations don’t see that the communication
revolution they are banking on is a misunderstood global phenomenon. True, it gives power to entrenched
Western
media
elites,
because
they
control
technology
and
innovation.
And
“the
socalled communication revolution has meant the spread of technology and systems innovation, and increased
speed and quantity of messages” (ibid.).
But this is not how the power dynamics are evolving. They are no longer centralized. Neo-liberal economies are
not simply concentrations of power in the hands of existing power elites; they are also taking it away from
entrenched power structures based on nationalism. And this space is being filled, or rather reinvented, in a new
mode. Based on the new power dynamics, communication being one of the central elements, “the real revolution
is seen in a quest for satisfactory human communication, rather than a communications revolution viewed
through the lens of technological and institutional spread and growth. This new revolution shares an alternative
vision of human and societal development. It seeks dignity through dialogue” (ibid.). By denying fixers chances to
contribute, international media are putting their own narrative at risk. Not just the fixer’s reputation is at risk, but
also the credibility of vast global news and information networks.
6.1 Finding Solutions
The challenge is not one of redefining journalism; rather there is a fresh approach to understanding the world
through the prism of news. This involves freedom, transparency, and strong commitment to human causes
(Krach, 2016). Krach has proposed a new role for journalism, and is not concerned with objectivity in the
narrowest sense of the word. Instead, he calls for an international investigative journalism that doesn’t recognize
national borders, while serving humanity. His proposal is based on the reality of a globalized world where the flow
of money, mostly illegal, doesn’t recognize boundaries. To save humanity from hunger and poverty, Krach is
calling for a new international journalism, where the fraternity of international correspondents engages in a new
knowledge creation process that empowers people around the globe.
The problem of access and long stay correspondents is being transformed by the “death of distance”, the
revolution in technology and global travel networking (Williams, 2011). This has created a new breed of
parachute journalists who dive into an area of conflict as ‘experts’ and use this platform to narrate happenings as
foreign news for a domestic audience (Williams, 2011, p. 139). This change raises a few important questions.
First, who can fill the gap left by the long stay correspondent? The local fixer is the answer. The fixers “tell you
what hostile situations you can face. Where are the dangers? They understand the language, so if there is a
crowd and the crowd becomes sort of aggressive or there’s tension in the air, the fixer will know when it is time
to pull out” (Yong, 2018). But the very use of the term fixer shows that the role is anything but decisive. The
term signifies the fact that these professionals don’t develop the idea of a story, nor do they work independently.
They rather follow guidelines set by the ‘expert’, who might occasionally come to the area and give instructions to
the fixer on how to “fix” things according to the visions of network owners, represented by the foreign, Western
journalist (Khan, 2011).
Secondly, are parachute journalists, so-called experts, a substitute for the legendary long stay correspondent?
Most certainly not! The long stay correspondent had a sense of culture. Their sources were not simply sources,
they represented cultural values. They were a bridge between East and West. It was a continuous process of
learning and unlearning that gave international correspondence the respect it still enjoys. Parachute
correspondents, in contrast, are in a “mission mode”. They come in burdened with preconceptions and try to
appropriate real life situations within a prefabricated frame (Williams, 2011). Their cultural apathy directly affects
the cultural potential of the job they do. The problem of not understanding local languages and cultural nuances
has exacerbated the loss of credibility and reliable image of the profession. The key issue is that loss of news
value is not being debated in the proper forums. Journalists and fixers do have debates within their internal
groups, as Yong and Rrahmani put it, “But it’s not a conversation that’s been taking place between journalists
and fixers, nor between those who are producing the news and those who are consuming the news” (2018). This
situation, the bias laden, neo-colonial narrative, is confusing the very process of news as something self-evident
and limited to a team of news anchor and big name reporter. The corresponding process of news making is
invisible, and it seems that “news is just magically appearing” (Yong and Rrahmani, 2018). But despite the
obliviousness of Western media structures, fixers have been complaining for many years:
They buy our services for a few dollars and then sell the stories for tens of thousands. This is not fair. We are the
ones who make the stories. They don’t even know the language, the culture, nothing. They can’t even know a bit
about anything, if we are not there to help them (Khan, 2011).
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6.2 Is There a Silver Lining?
Meanwhile there are potential benefits in this whole complexity. The rise of local international correspondents in
zones of conflict could create opportunities to tell the story from a local perspective. There can be collaboration
among international reporters representing the dominant West, the narrative builders and discourse managers,
on the one hand, and international correspondents within conflict zones presenting on-the-spot, local,
personalized, human reportage. This could create a glocal story. Global in the sense of being fashioned in the
dominant West’s style of investigation and presentation, while at the same time local in terms of getting a reallife, on-the-ground, unvarnished view from within the field of inquiry. This is, despite its challenges, an ideal
arrangement, a goal worthy to strive for.
The global revolution in information technology has transformed the world into a global village, almost in the
literal sense of the word. People around the world are becoming increasingly aware through social media and the
Internet. Audiences, more than journalists, are getting more and more critical of local representations of different
nations and people in Western media.
Western media should come to understand that it is no longer a business of “home news abroad”. Their earlier
conception regarding presentation of news to an audience at home is no longer at all feasible. These media no
longer cater solely to the specific needs of a home audience, but have become global actors. This has happened
by design and not by chance. International media in the West have chosen to operate within zones of conflict and
make their presence felt, even in the face of local competition in many countries. Secondly, the rise of the
Internet and social media has brought the world too close to distinguish between at home and abroad, especially
when it comes to information creation and sharing.
Local fixers try to get whatever income and recognition they can by working with international journalists and
putting up with the demanding attitudes of parachute correspondents, as well as occasional freelancers, who are
even worse. Physical and psychological trauma have become routine, with no signs of any effective remedy on
the horizon. On-and-off trainings and other capacity-building exercises are never aimed at long-term solutions,
but instead serve organizational self-interest or other policy measures, and are merely intended to keep people
engaged. Both national and international news organizations should recognize fixers as international journalists.
This is not impossible. If there is an International Consortium of Investigative Journalists (ICIJ)7, it would not be
impossible to start an organization representing all professionals who contribute to international stories. A code of
ethics is urgently needed to streamline the agenda of international correspondence. This should include
everything, including wages, recognition, capacity building, work ethics, and all related aspects that could bring
the profession and professionals together on the global stage. The lifting of local news stories for international
news organizations has also become a recognized and legitimate practice, which has not been discussed at any
forum. The ethical aspect of this practice is quite doubtful, and so there is a need to formally develop a structure
for such sharing. At the very least, the local reporter contributing to a story should if possible be recognized and
suitably compensated. The world must understand that the fixer also has a career and a need for recognition,
advancement and financial gain, along with security concerns that are as valid and important for him as they are
for naive, inexperienced participants in international correspondence, the Western journalists.
The diversification of news content has gone together with the search for more presentable, interesting content
to be used in the competitive market and more so in web content. Instead of looking for isolated scoops, fixers
could be given orientation to develop local profiles in all areas. This will also break the image myth, where every
country or even region is seen through a specific colonial lens. This has already created much dissatisfaction in
the local population, and one can see the impact on social media. The international media could easily do this in a
cost-effective manner. And this is not an innovation.

Al Jazeera is already doing human interest and humanitarian stories examining all facets of cultures. This practice
should be expanded and universalized.

Last but not least, journalism teaching institutions should reinvent themselves to face up to the new challenges of
international journalism. This is important in many ways. The most important of these is the prestige international
journalists give their alma mater. What if these prestige bringers are no longer needed in the market? Journalism
education and the market are very much interrelated. A deeper analysis of the problems and potentials of
international correspondence is the need of the hour. An analysis will need to make recommendations to help
bring dignity to all participants in international news gathering. The fixer is especially in dire and urgent need of
this.
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untersuchen, mit denen Journalisten in dem komplexen politischen Klima der Türkei konfrontiert sind, und das
Niveau des digitalen Sicherheitsbewusstseins der Journalisten zu messen, die im Verlauf ihrer Arbeit digitale
Technologien nutzen. In der Studie werden Forschungsfragen zu den digitalen Sicherheitsrisiken, dem Umfang
der genutzten Digitaltechnik, den eingesetzten digitalen Sicherheitstools und dem Umfang der erhaltenen
digitalen Sicherheitstrainings anhand von Daten beantwortet, die mittels einer Online-Umfrage erhoben wurden.
Die Studie zeigt, dass Journalisten in der Türkei Sicherheitsrisiken ausgesetzt sind, die von persönlichen
Bedrohungen bis hin zu physischen und digitalen Angriffen reichen und dass sie sich stark auf digitale
Technologien stützen. Die Studie kommt zu dem Schluss, dass ihnen das Bewusstsein für digitale
Sicherheitsrisiken fehlt und nur ein kleiner Prozentsatz Sicherheitstrainings erhalten hat, um sich selbst und ihre
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Abstract: This study aims to measure the level of digital security awareness of journalists in Turkey who use

digital technology in the course of their work. In the study, research questions are answered using data collected
by means of an online survey in relation to the digital security risks faced, the extent to which digital technology
is used, the digital security tools employed and the extent of digital security training undertaken. The study
reveals that journalists in Turkey are faced with security issues ranging from personal threats to physical and
digital attacks and that they rely heavily on digital technology. The study concludes that they lack awareness of
digital security risks, and only a small percentage have undertaken safety training to protect themselves and their
sources in either the physical or digital worlds.
1. Introduction
Given the level of insecurity surrounding the use of digital and mobile technology by journalists and bloggers,
protection of users’ identity and privacy is seen as crucial, particularly when citizens and journalists use online
platforms, social networks and mobile devices to post comments or reports about crime, corruption or violence
(Sierra, 2013, p. 5). Nonetheless, digital technology can also offer tools to minimize the dangers, whether
physical, digital, or psychological, that reporters and editors face on the job (Ramos, 2016, p. 1).
However, before being encouraged to use these digital security tools, journalists should be acquainted with the
broader questions of digital security, the extent of their own knowledge, how such tools could be usefully
employed in the context of their own work and to what degree they should be relied upon. The subject of this
study is the digital surveillance awareness and security practices of journalists. In this context, the study aims to
examine the specific challenges and threats to digital security that journalists face in the complex technological
and political climate of Turkey. In order to understand journalists’ attitudes towards mass surveillance, the study
will measure their level of digital security awareness and the practices of journalists using digital technology in
the course of their work, and will seek to assess the gap between journalists’ use of digital technology and their
digital security practices. In the study, research questions in relation to the digital security risks faced, the extent
to which digital technology is used, the digital security tools employed and the range of digital security training
undertaken are answered using data collected by means of an online survey.
2. Media landscape of Turkey
The press in Turkey has never been completely free throughout the history of the Republic. However, pressure
on the press has increased at an unprecedented rate since 2011 and has led several analysts to describe Turkey
as an “illiberal democracy”, with some identifying these developments as Turkey’s authoritarian turn (Yeşil, 2016,
p. 10). This pressure on the press that was already exerted in various forms before 2011 may be summarized
under three categories: media ownership structures, takeover of mainstream media and censorship.
The AKP government’s actions to reshape the media can best be seen in the changes of media ownership
patterns between 2002 and 2011. The media assets of powerful groups changed hands and were transferred to
more government-friendly owners or conglomerates led by then Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s family
members (Akser & Baybars-Hawks, 2012). An additional coercive tool has been tax investigations, which have
been used to punish media outlets that dare to challenge the government. The once-dominant Doğan Media
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Group was subjected to enormous fines and forced to sell off several media properties, including one of the
country’s leading papers (Corke, Finkel, Kramer, Robbins, & Schenkkan, 2014). This change of media ownership
continued after 2011. Finally in March 2018, Turkey’s largest media conglomerate, Doğan Media Group, was sold
to a pro-government conglomerate, which has other investments in the media sector. Following these changes,
the total shareholdings of pro-government companies in the most important Turkish TV stations and daily
newspapers increased to 90%, resulting in the end of diverse mainstream media in Turkey.
In addition to the reshuffling of media ownership structures, 2008-2010 witnessed a legal harassment of
journalists charged with coup attempts and spreading terrorist propaganda during major political investigations,
such as those of Ergenekon and the KCK (Yeşil, 2016, p. 88). Both investigations targeted secular, social
democrat, leftist and Kurdish journalists, and dozens were imprisoned. After two major wins in the 2010
constitutional referendum and 2011 general elections, this pressure was directed at all government-critical
journalists in the mainstream media, and several journalists were dismissed for their criticism of the AKP’s
policies. Today, Turkey has become the world’s worst jailer of journalists, with 73 behind bars, according to the
Committee to Protect Journalists (CPJ). Dozens more still face trial, and fresh arrests take place regularly (Beiser,
2017). Although CPJ was unable to establish a link to journalism in several other cases, other press freedom
groups using different methodologies report higher numbers. The European Federation of Journalists monitors
jailed journalists under the scope of a special project entitled “#JournalismIsNotaCrime”, whose aim is the freeing
of jailed journalists, the development of trade union rights and the defense of freedom of expression in Turkey. It
noted on its website in May 2018 that there were 156 imprisoned journalists in Turkey (European Federation of
Journalists, 2018). The Media and Law Studies Association, a Turkish non-profit organization, regularly monitors
the status of journalists and media workers imprisoned in Turkey. According to data it published online, 177
journalists were in jail as of July 2018 (Media and Law Studies Association, 2018).
The media have always struggled with censorship in Turkey, but in recent years specific incidents have clearly
shown that both media companies and journalists have repeatedly faced censorship and self-censorship (Filibeli &
İnceoğlu, 2018). Filibeli and İnceoğlu’s argument relies on two well-known cases which clearly demonstrate the
state of Turkish media in terms of censorship and self-censorship. The Roboski Airstrike by two Turkish F16
fighters that caused the deaths of 34 civilians in 2011 led to one of the most important examples of censorship in
Turkey. The main Turkish news channels didn’t make any reports on the event, and even after people learned
about the airstrike on social media, there was no coverage of the incident on either television news channels or
on newspapers websites. A second example of censorship in Turkey was one which occurred during the Gezi Park
protests. In the early days of the protests, the main news channels in Turkey did not allude to them at all, and at
least 59 journalists were fired during the Gezi protests for criticizing the government.
Since widespread use of social media during the Gezi Park protests and distribution of the leaked tape recordings
of Erdoğan’s phone calls via YouTube in 2013, the government has continuously attempted to block online
information sources in Turkey. A few weeks before the local elections in 2014, access to Twitter was blocked in
accordance with a court order that came after complaints had been filed by citizens in relation to personal issues,
and only a week after the Twitter ban, YouTube was banned because of a leaked conversation between highlevel public authorities discussing possible military action in Syria. Another nationwide block on Wikipedia began
in April 2017, which is still in force (Yeşil, 2016, pp. 118-119; Freedom House, 2018). Turkish authorities’ efforts
to control online media can be seen in the sharp increase in the number of their content removal requests, with a
966 percent increase in the number of items that Turkish courts have asked Google to remove, a 100 percent
increase in requests to Facebook and 156 percent increase to Twitter in 2014 (Yeşil, 2016, p. 119). Lastly, at the
suggestion of the ruling party, a law on Internet broadcasting was introduced, requiring online video streaming
services to apply for a license from the regulator, RTUK. Access can be blocked if permits are not secured. RTUK
checks the content, and has the power to issue fines. Although some independent websites continue to operate,
they face tremendous political pressure and are routinely targeted for prosecution; more than 150 media outlets
were closed in the months after the 2016 attempted coup (Newman, Fletcher, Kalogeropoulos, Levy, & Nielsen,
2018).
In addition to the country-specific challenges, journalists in Turkey must also contend with global problems faced
by all journalists worldwide such as “online surveillance”, which is the core of this study. The following section will
address this phenomenon.
3. Problem definition
Although surveillance is a particularly modern concept that Michel Foucault describes as a rational way for
regulating society, and Karl Marx views as an element of the struggle between labor and capital, it became more
evident in the period following the 9/11 attacks, also known as the “new media age”. Edward Snowden’s
revelation on the extent of surveillance of foreign citizens’ personal communications by the National Security
Agency (NSA) and other agencies has been described as “one of the most significant leaks in U.S. political
history” (Walker, 2014, p. 246). Snowden’s revelation demonstrated the superior capabilities of major intelligence
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agencies, which enable them to gain unauthorized access to virtually any personal computer or electronic
communications device in the world and collect communication data. This poses a considerable security threat to
journalists reporting news about the interests of governments, government agencies and intelligence agencies.
Although most countries do not have such sophisticated surveillance technologies, nearly every country has a
surveillance capacity that can sometimes be used against journalists, potentially resulting in severe
consequences.
Whether professional journalists or ordinary citizens, we also participate in surveillance activities through our
online interactions, especially in relation to our social media and cellphone use, without necessarily being aware
of it, according to Lyon (2015, p. 9). However, Snowden himself was aware of the extent of mass surveillance
and also of the secure tools used to counter it, tools that he employed while copying NSA documents and
communicating with journalists in order to leak those files before contacting the filmmaker, Laura Poitras. To
describe the contents of the information he planned to give her, Snowden first sent a note to then Guardian
journalist, Glenn Greenwald, asking for his public encryption key so he could send him an e-mail securely. But,
although he wrote almost daily about national-security issues, and had likely been on the government’s radar,
Greenwald didn’t have one. He didn’t even know what PGP was, had no idea how to install it or how to use it,
and found it time-consuming and complicated (Reitman, 2013). So, Snowden sent another anonymous e-mail to
Poitras, who later filmed their encounter in Hong Kong and the story behind the reporting of the NSA leaks. She
already knew how to use secure tools while communicating online in relation to sensitive issues (Greenberg,
2014).
As this example also demonstrates, journalism is undergoing a fundamental transformation, and one of the key
reasons for this transformation is the changing nature of technology. Since the mid-1990s a number of studies
have explored the implications of the internet for journalistic practice (Fenton, 2010; Miller, 1998; Reddick &
King, 1997; Singer, 1998, 2001, 2003; and Deuze, 1999). These studies reported that the internet furnishes
newsrooms with new ways of collecting and reporting information. Developments in computer and mobile
communication technology, and the expansion of the internet have removed many geographic, social and political
barriers to news and information exchange. The internet has become a virtual meeting place for individuals to
exchange information and ideas, discuss important issues and connect with each other, offering people the
opportunity to use their right of expression and organization in a way never seen in any other period of history
(Fenton, 2010, pp. 557-558).
On the other hand, as the increasing digitalization of journalism provided unprecedented advantages to
journalists and audiences, it also revealed some worrying trends. It has been shown that news media can be
controlled and monitored to limit access to information and freedom of expression. These mass surveillance
practices have made the safety of journalists more complex and challenging than ever before. Today, digital
security has become a vital issue for those working in journalism, their families and their resources. The
difficulties that journalists face online are no different from threats that exist in the physical world. A UNESCO
study on digital safety for journalism states that death threats are now being sent via e-mail and in response to
web-based content, not to newspapers or TV broadcasters. A media office or printing house can still be bombed,
but now the website of a media company may be exposed to “Denial-of-Service” attacks, resulting in it being
unable to service incoming requests due to the sheer volume of traffic. Other threats have also acquired new
dimensions within the digital domain. As more data are generated, stored, transmitted and searched, threats
such as gender-based violence have now increased (Henrichsen, Betz, & Lisosky, 2015, p. 8). In addition, new
privacy and freedom of expression issues have emerged. For example, journalists’ movements are monitored by
mobile-phone-linked geographic location data, their personal lives are visible in social media, and meta-data
about their communication activities are collected. It is also acknowledged that digital security is undergoing
constant change, and it is becoming cheaper than ever to launch digital attacks. As such, with the digitalization of
journalism, security risks have also been transferred from the online to the offline worlds.
According to Citizen Lab’s Ronald Deibert (Henrichsen, Betz, & Lisosky, 2015, p. 20), this led to a dangerous
weaponization of cyberspace, and the resultant insecure environment may result in independent media being
trapped, harassed and exploited to the same degree to which they can be empowered. In addition to media
workers, who are often not fully aware of how new technologies threaten privacy and security (Sierra, 2013, p.
4), journalists who have recently joined the profession and contribute to informing public opinion have become
persons of interest to actors wishing to control the flow of information (Henrichsen, Betz, & Lisosky, 2015, p. 13).
State or non-state actors can attempt to influence the flow or content of information by denying, disrupting,
manipulating, or monitoring access to a range of electronic data. Methods vary, because exploitation and attacks
are influenced by a variety of factors, including the economic, social and political contexts where information
controls are applied. The control of information is also influenced by the types of communications infrastructure
that countries have, such as the number of Internet Service Providers, telecommunication companies, degrees of
market competition and the overall level of internet penetration and growth (The Citizen Lab, 2013). Twenty-one
of the world’s top-25 news organizations have been the target of likely state-sponsored hacking attacks,
according to research by Google security engineers. The attacks were launched by hackers, either working for or
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supporting a government, and specifically targeted journalists. While small news organizations, citizen journalists
and bloggers were also targeted, the attacks are not limited to a particular region and are global in both origin
and focus (Wagstaff, 2014).
Beyond cyber-attacks, media workers also come under physical attack because of journalistic activities they
conduct online (Villareal, 2017, p. 267). From 2011-2013, of the 276 journalists who were killed, the primary
platforms of 37 of these were internet-based. According to the Committee to Protect Journalists (CPJ), 44% of
the 70 journalists recorded as killed in 2013 were journalists who worked for online media platforms. Meanwhile,
such “online journalists” accounted for half (106) of the prisoners CPJ recorded as imprisoned in 2013. However,
dangers threaten not only those who publish online. They apply to all actors whose journalistic activities interface
with electronic technology, whether through their use of computers to process information, their utilization of
telecoms or the internet for news gathering and research, or simply as a result of their reliance on email for
communication (Henrichsen, Betz, & Lisosky, 2015, pp. 8-14).
Not surprisingly, in a country with an almost 70%-internet-usage rate as of 2017 August (Turkish Statistical
Institute, 2017), Turkey exercises strict control over the online activities of both journalists and ordinary citizens.
Yeşil, Sözeri and Khazraee (2017) present an overview of Turkey’s internet policy over recent years, based on
Deibert and Rohozinski’s scheme on Internet control and surveillance. In this scheme, first-generation controls
consist of internet filtering and blocking; second-generation controls involve enacting legal restrictions, content
removal requests, technical shutdown of websites, and computer-network attacks; and third-generation controls
include warrantless surveillance (Deibert & Rohozinski, 2010, p. 17). Accordingly, in Turkey, there has been a
marked shift from the use of first to third-generation controls, and from more formal and direct controls to more
informal and indirect practices of suppression. Between 2007 and 2013, a period when so-called harmful online
content and communications were the primary concern on websites, blogs, and social networking and
collaborative sites, Turkish courts and administrative entities relied largely on first and second-generation controls
(Yeşil, Sözeri, & Khazraee, 2017).
However, after the Gezi Park protests in 2013, the government became aware of the role of social media
platforms in political engagement and civic mobilization. In accordance with several pieces of legislations
introduced before and after 2013, Internet service providers are now required to monitor online content
transmitted through their infrastructure and to ban access to illegal content when served with a court order or an
administrative notice. ISPs are also required to collect data on users’ activities for up to two years and provide
authorities with these data on demand. Another new piece of legislation authorizes the National Intelligence
Agency to collect personal data, documents and information about individuals without a court order; obtain data
from private companies, public authorities, professional organizations and other legal persons; and to gain access
to data stored in IT devices, equipment and hardware, whether they are publicly or privately owned. Law
enforcement agencies are allowed to carry out wiretapping in urgent situations for a forty-eight-hour period
without a court order, and in urgent situations the police can request user data from telecommunications
companies to locate the user, and monitor and evaluate their communications. Car rental companies and hotels
are required to keep daily records of customers’ identities and contact information, and to computerize all
records, and to have their computer terminals connected to the computer terminals of law enforcement officials
(Yeşil & Sözeri, 2017).
In the aftermath of the coup attempt in 2016, the government shifted to third-generation controls and has
intensified its attempts at controlling the online public sphere by means of regional Internet shutdowns, cloud
and VPN restrictions, throttling, data localization schemes, online snitching and prosecution, and finally, covert
but coordinated propaganda and trolling operations (Yeşil, Sözeri, & Khazraee, 2017).
While the digital world makes journalism a risky profession, it also has the potential to make it safer. Digital
technology provides tools to minimize the physical, digital, or psychological hazards encountered by reporters and
editors during their work. The increasing use of mobile devices by journalists is accompanied by a number of
applications that apply security layers to their work. Of these, Tor, a privacy protecting and anonymizing network
application is perhaps the most potent. Tor is free software that provides protection against threats to personal
security and privacy, private business activities and individual relationships, as well as network surveillance and
state security practices known as traffic analysis. The Tor network enables users to connect to the Internet via a
series of virtual tunnels instead of through direct connections, thereby allowing users to share information over
public networks without sacrificing the privacy of the organizations or individuals involved. Individual users
employ Tor to prevent websites from tracking them or their family members, to connect to news sites or instant
messaging services, or to access these sites or services when blocked by local Internet providers. Journalists also
use Tor to communicate securely with whistle-blowers and dissidents. Tails is an operating system that runs on
any computer via a DVD, flash memory or SD card, protects the privacy of users and allows them to remain
anonymous. PGP and GnuPG are used to encrypt data, decrypt encrypted data, or securely sign data, as well as
to ensure the privacy and authenticity of e-mails sent or received.
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After Laura Poitras realized the depth and extent of Snowden’s leaks, Poitras bought a new laptop, paying with
cash, and used it only with the Tails operating system – free software designed not to leave any trace of
communications on the computer and to route all network data over the Tor anonymity network. Poitras later
explained that she used the Tails computer only to communicate with Snowden, and only in public places with
WiFi connections, never at her home or office. Aside from her communications with Snowden, Poitras also kept all
the film’s footage on encrypted drives and in the closing credits of her film, Citizenfour, Poitras added an
acknowledgment of the free software projects that made the film possible, including the anonymity software Tor,
the Tor-based operating system Tails, the anonymous whistle-blowing platform SecureDrop, GPG encryption, OffThe-Record (OTR) encrypted instant messaging, hard disk encryption software TrueCrypt, and GNU Linux,
without which, Poitras argues, neither her reporting on the Snowden leaks nor her film itself would have been
possible (Greenberg, 2014). However, as research demonstrates, most journalists worldwide don’t make use of
digital tools to stay safe online, although to a certain extent they have an awareness of digital threats. One of the
main reasons for this is that journalism schools don’t include digital security training in their curricula. A study by
Citizen Lab (Oliver, 2018) suggested that most journalism schools do not do enough security training to prepare
the next generation of reporters to protect themselves, their sources, and their colleagues online. Only half of the
32 schools across the US and Canada that responded to the survey offer digital security training, and less than a
quarter make that training mandatory. The needs of journalists in relation to acquiring knowledge about digital
security are mostly met through training programs provided by journalism organizations (Pew Research Center,
2015; Henrichsen, Betz, & Lisosky, 2015; Bytes for All, 2012). But, these kinds of events may sometimes be seen
as illegal by governments in countries such as Turkey. In July 2017, the head of Amnesty International Turkey
was arrested along with activists and trainers during a “digital security workshop” on Büyükada, one of the
Princes’ Islands off Istanbul, and were imprisoned for a period of three months, accused of being members of
and aiding an “armed terrorist organization” (Shaheen, 2017).
4. Past research
Significant research has appeared in recent years on the digital security threats faced by journalists working in
different regions of the world and their awareness of these threats. The research conducted by the Pew Research
Center in association with Columbia University’s Tow Center for Digital Journalism with 671 members of
Investigative Reporters and Editors, Inc. revealed that about two-thirds of the investigative journalists surveyed
believe the U.S. government has probably collected data on their phone calls, emails or online communications,
and 80% believe that being a journalist increases the likelihood that their data will be collected. Concerns about
surveillance and hacking have led many of these journalists to alter their behavior in the past year. Nearly half
said they have to some degree changed the way they store or share sensitive documents, and one-third of the
participants echoed these comments in relation to how they communicate with other reporters, editors or
producers. In addition, among the 454 respondents who identify themselves as reporters, 38% said that in the
past year they had again to some degree changed the way they communicate with sources (Pew Research
Center, 2015).
Other research conducted by Freedom House and the International Center for Journalists with 102 journalists and
bloggers in Mexico showed that nearly 70% have been threatened or have suffered attacks because of their
work. In addition, almost all (96%) said they know of colleagues who have been attacked. Respondents to the
survey also said they view cyber-espionage and email-account hacking as the most serious digital risks they face.
And while nearly all have access to and rely on the Internet, social networks, mobile phones and blogging
platforms for their work, they also admitted that they have little or no competence in using digital security tools
(Sierra, 2013).
In December 2011, the Pakistan-based ICT and human rights organization Bytes for All conducted research to
provide a snapshot of the level of awareness and use of digital security strategies by the media community in
Pakistan. According to the findings, three-quarters of the 52 journalists and bloggers surveyed had personally
experienced a security issue due to their work. However, most of the respondents were unaware of the security
risks they face in their online activities, such as email interception and data theft. Nor were respondents aware of
the widely available strategies and tools that could protect them in the digital space, including the use of secure
email services, data encryption, or IP blocking services that help conceal sensitive online activities. The research
also revealed that 90.4% of respondents have never received any training in how to ensure their digital security
(Bytes for All, 2012).
Another piece of research was conducted in 2015 by the Center for International Media Assistance (Ramos, 2016)
to measure how journalists around the world take advantage of technology to enhance their security. A total of
154 journalists responded from North America, Latin America, Western and Eastern Europe, the Middle East,
Central and Southeast Asia, and Africa. The research found that most journalists do not employ digital tools in
their general security and safety procedures, whether physical or digital; about 60% of respondents reported not
using these tools in any situation. The regional differences in usage also reflected the level of assimilation of
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technology in journalism. The study showed that journalists in North America and Europe are more likely to use
digital tools for security, while journalists in Africa are the least likely to.
Too little research has been undertaken by journalists on the subject of digital safety in Turkey. In their study,
consisting of 22 in-depth interviews with representatives of alternative media initiatives and citizen journalists,
Ataman and Çoban found that phones had been wiretapped with a view to supporting accusations filed against
journalists in Turkey; it is also suspected that police have sometimes successfully tried to infiltrate journalists’
online communication channels and mobile applications. News-collective staff stated that they take extra
precautions when they use their phones, e-mail, or messaging applications. The study showed that despite wellintentioned efforts of citizen journalists, they lack awareness and technical knowledge about digital security and
are generally ignorant about the best practices in protecting themselves against digital surveillance. They use
conventional stashing methods to conceal their archives or delete visuals that may cause legal problems, and
format their hard disks to prevent their archives from being seized. According to the study, news collectives have
a better understanding of digital security and offer training sessions on this subject to the citizen journalists who
have collaborated with them. Despite the training they receive, citizen journalists are reluctant to use digital
security measures unless they are compelled by the collectives they work with (Ataman & Çoban, 2018).
5. Methodology
The main research question of the study is to what extent journalists in Turkey are aware of digital security and
what measures they take against digital security threats. Four secondary research questions are also employed in
the study:





Which security threats do Turkish journalists face?
To what extent do Turkish journalists use digital technology?
Which digital security tools do Turkish journalists use?
What are the digital security training experiences and needs of these Turkish journalists?

In order “to collect information from a large number of people with the ability to represent a particular
population” (Berger, 2000), a survey was undertaken in order to answer the research questions. Data were
collected with a structured questionnaire, which was created by examining questionnaires previously employed in
the related literature. Since journalists in Turkey widely use closed social networks like WhatsApp, Facebook and
e-mail groups to communicate and collaborate with each other, the snowball technique was used to reach the
target population. Starting with the initial journalists from mainstream and alternative media, the questionnaire
was distributed through channels such as e-mail, online discussion groups, social networks, messaging platforms
and the mailing lists of journalists; a total of 54 journalists participated in the survey between 15 September 2017
and 23 October 2017. In relation to the fourth research question, an additional content analysis was conducted
on open-ended responses to determine the digital security training needs of journalists.
The main limitation of the study was the low number of journalists who participated in the survey. Although the
questionnaire had been distributed through many channels and the call for participation in the survey reached
many journalists, the number of participants remained low. Thus, the results of this survey are not a statistical
representation of the general state of digital security for journalists in Turkey, but they do offer quantitative
evidence as to their digital security awareness and practices.
6. Findings
6.1 Overview
About half (28) of the respondents were woman journalists, and the median value of the age range was 25-39,
representing 38 respondents. More than half (33) of the respondents had been working as journalists for nine
years or less. A significant majority (42) stated that the Internet was their main working area in the media, and
over two-thirds said they were working as staff journalists, followed by about one-third as freelancers and only 5
as citizen journalists or bloggers. In terms of the topics covered on a regular basis, politics and human rights
were foremost, with rates in excess of two-thirds, followed by crime and war.
6.2 Security of journalists
Research findings show that physical detention and job insecurity are the most common threats Turkish
journalists face. Although the respondents benefit from digital tools, they are also exposed to digital security
threats.
When asked whether their journalistic activities included meetings with sensitive contacts or informants, threequarters of the participants responded that they did. Only half of journalists stated that their activities included
meetings with individuals or organizations that might be a source of interest to the authorities, gangs or
© 2019 by verlag irena regener berlin

6

Behlül Çalışkan
Digital security awareness and practices

conflict & communication online, Vol. 18, No. 1, 2019

criminals. When asked to rank three challenges facing journalists today, all the journalists identified being
arrested or detained as their chief concern. Second was the risk of being dismissed, demoted or reprimanded at
work (26) and the third was being physically attacked (24) (cf. Figure 1).

Figure 1: Top three threats Turkish journalists might face

Almost all respondents said that their work as a journalist had caused them some form of security concern.
Personal safety was a concern for almost all respondents, while 33 cited information security, and nearly one-half
thought the safety of colleagues was another important concern (cf. Figure 2).

Figure 2: Main security concerns

When asked whether the journalists had experienced any negative consequences due to their journalistic
activities in the last 18 months, 39 respondents said yes. According to the responses, personal threats were the
most common negative consequence of being a journalist in Turkey, followed by wire-tapping, physical attacks,
online disinformation campaigns, arrest and cyber-attacks (cf. Figure 3).
Two-thirds of those surveyed said that for today’s journalists, the benefits of digital communication such as email
and cellphones outweigh the risks. Eighteen respondents said the risks outweigh the benefits. Concerns about
surveillance and hacking were not regarded as sufficient to deter many journalists from pursuing a story or a
source. Fourteen respondents said that such concerns had kept them from pursuing a story, and 17 said that as a
result they had not reached out to a particular source in the past 18 months. On the other hand, these concerns
had led many of the journalists to alter their behavior in the past 18 months. Nearly two-thirds said that to some
degree they had changed the way they store or share sensitive documents, one half said that they had changed
the way they communicate with sources, and almost half said they had to one degree or another changed the
way they use the Internet to do research (cf. Figure 4).
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Figure 3: Negative consequences resulting from journalistic activities in the last 18 months

Figure 4: Changes in the way journalists conduct their work

Almost all the surveyed journalists believe the government has probably collected data about their phone calls, emails or online communications; and all respondents believe that being a journalist increases the likelihood that
their data will be collected by governments. To protect their sources’ identities, nearly two-thirds of the
respondents stated that they prefer to meet them in person instead of communicating via phone or e-mails. This
measure was followed by the use of encryption while communicating with sources through e-mail or messaging
applications (11).
6.3 Digital technology usage
The study revealed that the journalists who participated in the survey use digital technologies to a great extent.
Based on survey results, respondents seemed to rely on mobile technology to gather and report news and
information. Nearly nine of ten participants said they used mobile phones, and three of four said they used
laptops for their journalistic work. The use of social networks and e-mails was also common among journalists,
and over half of the respondents used websites & search engines, audio & video recording devices and desktop
computers when researching, distributing, or writing a story (cf. Figure 5).
A large majority of the respondents (49) said that they use the web for writing stories. Nearly eight in ten
participants use e-mail to some extent to obtain and share information. More than half of the respondents stated
that they often use e-mail in their journalistic work for researching and distributing stories as well as liaising with
media outlets. While Gmail is the most commonly used e-mail service provider with 46 respondents, nearly half of
the survey participants use their corporate e-mail accounts. In terms of e-mail security, only half of the
respondents were aware of secure e-mail services.
In researching or writing a story, respondents reported that Twitter and Facebook were their two most used
social media platforms. Twitter was the most popular social networking website, with 44 respondents using it to a
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moderate or heavy extent, followed by Facebook with 33 and then YouTube with 26. In distributing stories,
respondents again stated that they mostly used Twitter (43) and Facebook (36), but only one in four journalists
used YouTube to share stories.

Figure 5: Technologies and tools used when researching, distributing, or writing a story

6.4 Digital security
As regards the respondents’ digital security practices, the findings show that they have a basic awareness about
hiding their identities when going online, probably because of the government’s pressure on the press and its
control of the Internet. Although password and anti-virus protection tools are widely used by journalists, only a
few are aware of digital security strategies and more advanced digital security tools.
Participants were asked whether they used any of several possible digital security techniques on their own
computers, tablets, or mobile phones, as well as on devices provided by their employers. The results showed that
with respect to their own devices, the respondents use privacy-enhancing search engines, privacy-related
browser plug-ins and software, which allows them to browse the web anonymously, slightly more than devices
provided by their employers (cf. Figure 6).

Figure 6: Use of digital security-related tools at home and at work

Almost seven in ten respondents said that they don’t click on any web links or attachments contained in an email
or social media message, if the sender is unknown. On the other hand, nearly eight in ten journalists stated that
they would generally do so, if the sender was known to them (cf. Figure 7).
Survey participants were asked which features are most important to them in selecting an e-mail service. The
largest group of respondents (28) replied that “ease of use” is the most important feature for them in an e-mail
service. Only one in three journalists considered “security” the most important feature for them to have in an email service. In terms of selecting a blogging or micro-blogging service such as Twitter, most respondents rated
either “ease of use” or “popularity” as the most important feature. Only one in five respondents said the security
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features of a particular blogging or micro-blogging portal were their first consideration in choosing (cf. Figures 8
and 9).

Figure 7: Clicks on web links and attachments

Figure 8: Features which determined the selection of an e-mail service

In terms of knowledge about the digital security of journalists, almost one in ten respondents is somewhat
familiar with digital threat modeling, and only one third of them were aware of strategies and tools intended to
keep them safe online. Those respondents who said they were aware of digital security tools for their online
communications mainly had heard of basic strategies such as using strong passwords, anti-virus software, VPNs
and two-factor authentication. Respondents were also asked which strategies they used in their day-to-day life to
protect their online communication. The largest number of respondents reported using strong passwords and
VPNs to protect themselves online, followed by anti-virus software, two-factor authentication and firewall
protection (cf. Figure 10).
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Figure 9: Features which determined the selection of a blogging/micro-blogging service

Figure 10: Digital security tools

Survey participants rated several digital security techniques to indicate how secure they thought each was.
Respondents believed that VPNs, two-factor authentication and anti-virus software were somewhat secure tools
to safeguard against online threats, but most said they did not know about the level of security offered by tools
such as data encryption, IP blocking, anti-censorship tools, or safe data deletion (cf. Figure 11).
The participants were asked about the range of practices they apply to protect their privacy in digital media and
how these practices had changed in the past 18 months. The most commonly used technique was clearing the
browser history, followed by turning off the geo-location feature of mobile devices, applications and social media
platforms; using different passwords for different online accounts and utilizing the enhanced privacy settings on
social media platforms were also cited. Most respondents who reported using these approaches said they had
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done so for more than 18 months. Disabling the cookies of Internet browsers was the measure least often
employed, and nearly three of ten respondents had started to use different passwords for their different online
accounts in the last 18 months (cf. Figure 12).

Figure 11: Digital security perception

Figure 12: Digital privacy protection

6.5 Training
It’s clear that the respondents lack the necessary knowledge about online security. Since Turkish journalism
schools almost never offer courses on digital security, vocational trainings are their only sources from which to
gain knowledge of this issue, and only a small share of the participants had received this kind of instruction, as
the findings show.
Almost one in three journalists had had training on how to protect themselves and their sources either in the
physical or digital worlds. The most common source of training for this group was a journalism conference,
seminar or webinar. Nearly two-thirds said they had learned about physical safety for journalists from this type of
training, and almost three of four respondents said they had received digital security training from journalism
conferences, seminars or webinars. With respect to the issue of physical safety, the next most common source of
relevant information was either news organizations journalists currently worked for or ones they had worked for
in the past; this was also the case with digital security training, with four in ten respondents.
Participants who attended digital security training were asked how satisfied they were with courses teaching
specific digital security-related topics. The respondents said they were somewhat satisfied with the course
teaching password security (three-fourths) and VPN usage (two-thirds). But a majority of the journalists were
either not sure or somewhat dissatisfied with topics such as data encryption, keeping the operating system
updated, IP blockers and anti-censorship software usage. Almost one in three respondents said password security
and data encryption were the most important topics covered in digital security training, followed by one in four
respondents, who were not sure which topic was the most important (cf. Figure 13).
The journalists were also asked to rate their overall knowledge of secure digital practices. Fewer than half of
respondents rated their digital security knowledge as good, and almost four in ten respondents rated their
knowledge as poor or only fair (cf. Figure 14).
Finally, participants were asked to describe training needs in terms of digital security for their geographic area.
Among those who commented (33), one in three respondents said that they needed “a lot of training” on digital
security, without naming any specific topic, need or problem. Almost six in ten respondents who stated their
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specific needs in relation to digital security training said that they needed training in relation to how to protect
their data on their devices or in the cloud, followed by how to protect privacy on the Internet for one-fifth of the
respondents.

Figure 13: Digital security training satisfaction

Figure 14: Overall digital security knowledge

7. Discussion and conclusions
Although discussions on the physical safety of journalists were limited to conflict areas of the world, digital
security issues were of interest to all the journalists surveyed, irrespective of where they worked. However, the
professional development levels of journalists depend on several factors, including economic, political and cultural
ones, so that region-specific studies are critical in relation to digital security awareness and practices. Thus, this
study can be understood as an initial situational assessment of the present state of the security issue in Turkey.
A vast majority of the respondents were young persons who have worked as journalists for only a relatively short
period of time, with their main area of work online media. They cover difficult issues in the complex political
arena of Turkey and often have to engage with security conscious and politically sensitive contacts and
informants. Since all of them ranked being arrested or detained as their chief concern and believed the
government had collected data in relation to their communications, safety may be seen as a key concern for
journalists in Turkey during the course of their work. The figures show that this concern is not without merit, as
journalists have had difficulties in relation to a number of security-related issues, ranging from personal threats to
physical and digital attacks. In this sense, these findings seem consistent with the present situation in relation to
journalists’ working conditions, as set out at the beginning of this study. The fact that almost all the journalists
saw arrest and detention as a possible consequence of their work or experienced security concerns because of
their work would appear to indicate that in Turkey journalism is a profession burdened with a degree of risk. As
such, within Turkey, the issue extends beyond the question of the level of safety awareness among journalists
and can be regarded as also encompassing questions in relation to democracy and freedom of information.
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Another important fact revealed by the study is that the journalists who participated in the survey rely heavily on
digital technology and often use it in doing research, or distributing or writing stories. They were seen to use
digital technology in their journalistic work to a large extent, both on mobile and stationary devices, particularly
with regard to e-mail and social media usage, where security issues are most prevalent. However, when
compared to the findings of the Pew Research Center’s research on investigative journalists and digital security
(2015), it is interesting that two in three respondents thought that for today’s journalists the benefits of digital
communication outweigh the risks: this figure was almost 97 percent among US journalists. The reason for the
journalists’ skepticism about the benefits of digital communication may be largely attributable to their lack of
awareness of digital security tools which make digital communication safer for journalists. According to the
findings, only a small number of participants used digital security tools to protect themselves and their sources
against digital surveillance.
This low level of usage may be clearly seen in the findings. Although the respondents had a general level of
awareness of the phishing attack risks posed by web links, as well as social media messages and email
attachments from unknown sources, security was underrated by them when selecting e-mail or blogging services.
Only one in ten respondents knew what digital-threat modeling meant, and only one in three respondents said
they were aware of digital security tools for their online communications. Furthermore, it was clear that the
extent of their knowledge in relation to the use of digital security tools didn’t extend beyond strong passwords
and VPN usage, and most respondents lacked any understanding of the level of security offered by the more
complex tools and techniques available.
This situation is not exclusive to Turkey, however, with a lack of knowledge and best practice also evident in
Mexico, Pakistan and South Asia. While nearly all Mexican journalists have access to and rely on the Internet,
social networks, mobile phones and blogging platforms for their work, they have little or no command of digital
security tools such as encryption, the use of VPNs, anonymous Internet navigation and secure file removal
(Sierra, 2013). Although most Pakistani journalists and bloggers are aware of basic strategies to safeguard their
online interactions, they are unaware of more sophisticated digital security tools (Bytes for All, 2012). On a
broader scale, the situation is even worse in South Asia. One of every five South Asian journalists does not use
secure passwords and shares passwords with colleagues. Nearly one-third of journalists in South Asia do not lock
their phones despite their containing large amounts of sensitive data. One-third of South Asian journalists never
encrypt emails. Nearly half of the journalists indicated they are unaware of or do not use tools to clean or hide
their browsing history. For more than one-third of journalists in South Asia, digital security violations are the
biggest threat, yet more than two-thirds of journalists lack any knowledge of digital security (International
Federation of Journalists, 2016). However, as research shows (Pew Research Center, 2015), US journalists are
particularly conscious about using digital security tools.
As previous research cited in this study also reveals, the most important means of raising the level of journalists’
awareness of digital risks and of equipping them with state-of-the-art techniques with regard to digital security is
to organize more training programs. The respondents’ safety training experiences show why Turkish journalists
have a low level of awareness of digital security, as only one in three of the journalists had taken any safety
training to protect themselves and their sources either in the physical or digital worlds. As noted in previous
research (Bytes for All, 2012; Pew Research Center, 2015; and Sierra, 2013) on digital security among journalists,
this is a common problem globally, irrespective of locally prevailing conditions. The need for digital security
training is also reflected in the respondents’ answers, something which is positive in terms of their awareness of
their low level of knowledge in relation to digital security. As stated by the respondents, training such as this is
usually organized in Turkey by media and journalistic initiatives in the form of conferences, seminars or webinars.
The problem here is that the sphere of influence of these programs is limited to journalists who have privileged
access to them, which is why strong consideration should be given to including digital security as part of the
curriculum in all journalism schools.
In conclusion, it is clear that journalists in Turkey are not only under online surveillance by international
intelligence agencies, as the Snowden case demonstrates, but are also subject to government control through its
monitoring of online channels. However, although this gives rise to difficult and unsafe working conditions, this
study reveals that journalists in Turkey don’t rely on digital self-defense tools as much as might be expected. As
such, based on the findings of this research, relevant training programs by journalism organizations and the
inclusion of digital security in journalism-school curricula would appear advisable.
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Friedensabkommens, in dessen Folge die Anzahl der Opfer sozial-politischer Gewalt substantiell zurückging. Paradoxer Weise
hat dies die Sicherheit von Journalist(in)en nicht verbessert: Eine(r) wurde getötet, eine(r) zum Opfer sexuellen Missbrauchs
(Medicina Legal, 2016) und 262 wurden bedroht (FLIP, 2017). In unserer qualitativen Fallstudie wurden 592 Tweets
inhaltsanalytisch ausgewertet. Ziel war es, zu dokumentieren, wie Drohungen seitens eines einflussreichen politischen Akteurs
zur Formierung eines Netzwerkes von verbaler Gewalt auf Twitter beigetragen haben. Die Ergebnisse zeigen, dass von einem
legitimen Akteur ausgehende Angriffe auf die Pressefreiheit eine extreme und polarisierte Diskussion zwischen Partei
ergreifenden Bürgern ausgelöst und weitere Drohungen und Anschuldigen provoziert haben. Versöhnliche Stimmen waren kaum
zu finden.

Abstract: The 55-year long Colombian conflict with the FARC guerrilla movement ended in 2016 with the signing of a peace

agreement, which resulted in a substantial reduction in the number of victims of socio-political violence. Paradoxically, this did
not improve security for journalists, who were targeted: one was killed, another suffered sexual abuse (Medicina Legal, 2016),
and 262 received threats (FLIP, 2017). In a qualitative case study, we content analyzed 592 tweets in order to document how
threats from a political powerholder contributed to the formation of networks engaging in verbal violence on Twitter. Results
showed that attacks on freedom of the press originated from a legitimate actor, caused an extremely polarized discussion
among citizens who took sides, and provoked further threats and accusations. Conciliatory positions were hard to find.

1. Introduction
The accord to end the longest-running internal conflict in a country in the Americas was signed twice in Colombia
during 2016. After four years of negotiations between the government and the Revolutionary Armed Forces of
Colombia guerrilla movement (FARC), the war on civil society and the state infrastructure that terrorized the
country for over 50 years officially ended in a public ceremony in the presence of victims, as well as several
dignitaries and representatives of the international guarantor governments and institutions. Countries including
Cuba and Norway served as long-term observers for the process, making significant peace-building efforts at the
negotiating table, especially at times of high tension, when it seemed as though the entire process could have
collapsed.
FARC and the President in office signed a deal that would grant the rebels a chance to rejoin Colombian civil
society and participate in politics. In return for their commitment to lay down their weapons, the government
would introduce rural reforms for a new agricultural sector benefiting victims, and the rebels would cease to
cultivate, produce and market illegal drugs and profit from laundering assets derived from this activity. As well
there would be several implementation and verification mechanisms. Since the accord was signed, official data
from government institutions show a substantial reduction in the number of victims of socio-political violence
(Medicina Legal, 2016; RUV, 2017), which public opinion has now taken as an indicator that the peace process is
finally bearing fruit.
Paradoxically, it appears that while there is less violence against some targets, others have experienced increased
attacks. In fact, while Colombian security specialists report a decrease in indiscriminate killing of civilians,
journalists and media professionals are being selectively targeted. In 2016, one journalist was murdered, another
was a victim of sexual abuse (Medicina Legal, 2016; RUV, 2017), and 262 were targets of threats and abuse
(FLIP, 2017). In addition, impunity continues: 153 journalists were murdered from 1977 until 2017, whilst only 4
intellectual (those involved in planning the crimes) and 27 material perpetrators (those who committed the
crimes) have been convicted. Regarding cases of threats against journalists, 100% remain unpunished. (FLIP,
2017). Authorities have attributed this worrisome situation to territorial disputes among criminal gangs, as there
has been an increase in the amount of conflict over territory occupied by rebels before the peace agreement was
signed. Hence, freedom of speech remains fragile in this post-conflict phase in the country.
Via social media, emails, and comments, online harassment occurs more often than in the past as an additional
threat for media professionals, which can influence their decision to avoid certain topics or practice selfcensorship (Löfgren Nilsson and Örnebring, 2016). During Colombia’s post-conflict phase, public debate has been
plagued by cases in which the battlefield has been moved to these virtual platforms. We recognize the enormous
challenges that Colombian journalism faces every day, especially in the period since the peace agreement was
signed. However, we wanted to focus on a single case that had a great impact on society, considering that it
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illustrates the magnitude of challenges that media professionals have to deal with now that social media have
made their work and identity more visible. Legitimate social actors – such as a former President and current
Senator – and their followers are generating new risk scenarios for reporters.
In the country, politicians and journalists alike are using Twitter more frequently to express their opinions, and at
the same time, the audience is getting more involved in the news production process and consumption via social
media. As a matter of fact, in Colombia, as in many countries around the world, “politicians have increasingly
begun to use this venue as a privately owned publicity channel” (Lee and Shin, 2012: 515); but as Serrano
(2016) states, the thin line between freedom of speech and human rights violations is not yet so clear in these
digital spaces, with the consequence that multiple violations of others’ rights often occur.
In order to provide a detailed examination of how threats to journalists have been made in Colombia, a case
study approach was chosen. This has proven an appropriate method of qualitative research to explore
contemporary social phenomena like this. Through an in-depth description of the confrontation via Twitter
between former President Álvaro Uribe Vélez and well-known journalist Daniel Samper Pizano, this study
illustrates how threats against journalists take shape in social media within the context of Colombia’s current
post-conflict phase. Due to the prominence of the political powerholders responsible for harassing the journalist,
this is an unusual case: former Presidents are seen as leaders and legitimate social actors in a country’s political
life. Therefore their opinions are highly valued by their fellow countrymen. Considering this, we seek to answer
the following research question: How do threats by political powerholders against journalists take shape on
Twitter in Colombia’s post-conflict period? In order to find answers, we formulated these sub-questions: who
were the actors involved in the dispute between Alvaro Uribe and Daniel Samper?; how do Twitter users express
their positions in messages exchanged in such disputes?; and what is the relationship between those positions
and the networks they formed?
2. Colombia, a hostile country for journalistic practice
The struggle for freedom of expression and information in Colombia has been a long one, in part because of
authorities’ failure to take concrete, effective actions to protect journalists. According to the Foundation for
Freedom of the Press – FLIP (2017a), to date no one has been charged for 76 murders of journalists in the
country, including murders of four regional reporters in the 1990s, and the time limit for presenting evidence has
expired. Relevant cases that still come to mind when discussing this issue include those of Norbey Díaz (killed in
Girardot in 1996), Santiago Rodríguez (killed in Sucre in 1997), Freddy Elles Ahumada (killed in Bolívar in 1997)
and Gerardo Bedoya (killed in Cali in 1997), whose murderers and the motives for their selective killing are still
unknown. FLIP (2017a) points out that the lack of justice in these cases also concerns the right of society to be
informed, since general conditions of impunity stir up fears that aggression against journalists and media might
resume in the future. As the National Center for Historical Memory of Colombia affirms:
Journalists suffer for breaking the silence, for putting into words the truth of what happens, for reporting
what happens, for believing that an informed society will not allow injustices to perpetuate or recur. But
the armed and the corrupt are bothered by the word of the journalist; they want to take it away, shut it
down, and take it off the air so that the only speech that prevails is that of war and corruption (CNMH,
2015: par. 3).
Verbal and physical aggression, threats and harassment are among the most common hostile actions against
Colombian journalists. Garcés y Arroyave (2017) states that journalists in this country are in constant danger,
especially those who are men, work in radio, have over 10 years of experience, cover structural violence and
sensitive social issues, and report irregularities involving political and economic power elites. As records show,
this profile is consistent with those of journalists who have been victims of violence in Colombia.
Corruption inside the National Unity of Protection, as well as in other State institutions, is identified as one of
many factors that contribute to delays in providing aid specifically intended for journalists, making them easy
targets for criminal organizations (Villafañe, 2016). In fact, there are many journalists in Colombia who go to
work escorted by police officers or with state-provided security. However, not all who enjoy this privilege really
need it, and some who report threats against their lives receive no special protection.
Statistics show that over the last 10 years the number of victims of the armed conflict in Colombia has fallen from
497,443 in 2006 to 86,808 in 2016, according to the Unified Record of Victims (RUV, 2017). Consistent with this,
Legal Medicine (2016) concludes that socio-political violence has declined significantly in Colombia. According to
this institution, “socio-political violence is violence attributable – according to the circumstances of the issue and
the occupation of the victim – to guerrilla actions, military, criminal gangs, armed confrontation and terrorism” (p.
206). At the same time, the number of victims of alleged forced disappearance has also declined during the past
decade (Medicina Legal, 2016). Figure 1 refers to the issue mentioned above.
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Figure 1: Comparative data of victims during the last decade. Source: Legal Medicine 2016, RUV 2017.

In contrast, even though journalists are listed as a vulnerable population group in previously given data, the
number of journalists who were victims has increased, particularly in 2016, precisely when the peace accord was
signed with the FARC guerrilla movement (FLIP, 2017a). That year, various different types of violence were
committed against journalists: personal aggression, threats, attacks on media infrastructure, forced displacement,
illegal detentions, stigmatization, and obstruction of journalistic work, kidnapping and inhumane or degrading
treatment (FLIP, 2017a). The Foundation for Freedom of the Press in Colombia summarizes the situation:
attacks on the press are diverse, and they can come in the form of mild comments that insult and
stigmatize, usually pointing to the media as an antagonist. But also, attacks can come in the form of
more serious charges that link media professionals to illegal activities, criminal groups and political actors
without any proof, or even as accusations of rape … In the end, they decide to remain silent or retract
their statements under the pressure of state officials who have institutionalism on their side (FLIP,
2017b: 6).
All these diverse forms of attack constitute violence to the press and can harm the practice of journalism. In fact,
Hughes et al. found that journalists feel restrictions when covering the Government, political elites and criminal
groups in Colombia, which means they feel less able to publish news about these groups, especially in local and
regional media. According to the authors, “it seems the balance of extreme pressures on journalists has shifted
away from guerrilla conflict and toward sub-national fragility in the rule of law and democratic accountability”
(2017:16). In other words, the end of the armed conflict exposed weaknesses in the Colombian democratic
system that were previously less apparent to the public.
Reflecting on this issue, we are reminded of Hannah Arendt’s study On Violence, which concluded that “peace is
the continuation of war by other means” (1970:9). In that regard, some types of conflict seem to have ended
with the peace agreement in Colombia, but violence continues, finding other ways to express conflicts within
society. Interactive means, such as social media, are most likely to become the new public sphere, providing
unlimited space to express both constructive and destructive criticism.
3. Censorship with just a click
The estimate of 31.3 million Internet users in 2018 (EMarketer, 2015) and the fact that 76% of Colombians own
a smartphone helps to explain why social media use has increased and is one of the main activities of Colombians
with Internet access. Colombia’s government has created partnerships with international NGOs such as
Internet.org, headed by Facebook CEO Mark Zuckerberg, in order to provide widespread Internet access to the
poorest population groups. For this reason, many Colombians, even those who own smartphones using only very
basic technology, have free access to social media and other online content related to health, finances,
employment and climate information. According to figures of the Ministry of Communications and Technology,
59% of Colombians use social media at least 10 times per day (MinTic, 2016), and 75% of smartphone users
have downloaded the Twitter app (comScore, 2016).
Just focusing on that last figure, it is easy to see why the many options for participation via Twitter attract social
actors to use it not only as an app to get news updates and engage in private conversations, but also as an outlet
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for public commentary and political discussion. The widespread adoption of social media for political
communication creates unprecedented opportunities to monitor the opinions of large numbers of politically active
individuals in real time (Conover et al. 2011: 192-193). People tend to go to these forums, as Yardi and Boyd
mention, to argue instead of agreeing with the content they find online: “Deliberation and argumentation online
are particularly salient around political, emotionally charged, or controversial issues” (2010:318).
Consequently, scholars have recognized Twitter as a social media outlet where political polarization occurs (Yardi
and Boyd, 2010; Small, 2011). Conover et al. found that Twitter allows “people to be exposed to individuals and
information they would not have been likely to choose in advance” (2011:89). The authors did a network analysis
of this social media and found structures formed by politically motivated individuals. They observed that online
communities were formed by like-minded individuals and radicalized because of the number of similar viewpoints
shared by members.
In the case of Twitter, studies use interactions between users (retweets, likes, and mentions) and identify the
position of each tweet in order to analyze networks within the debate they are investigating. Research on other
popular social media such as Facebook confirms the usefulness of these interactions to shed light on their
distinctive meanings and contributions to online debates (Quattrociocchi, Scala and Sustein, 2016).
As Yardi and Boyd (2010) point out, although Twitter exposes people to multiple points of view, it lacks reasoned
discourses and debate. In their study, the authors discovered the formation of extreme views in a short period of
time regarding the shooting of a pro-abortion doctor. They concluded that even though people are more likely to
interact with others who share their positions, they also exchange opinions with persons holding contrary views.
This is consistent with Quattrociocchi, Scala, and Sustein’s conception that an echo chamber is created in social
media, “where users are highly polarized, but they tend to interact and connect with like-minded people,
reinforcing their views and becoming extreme around them” (2016: 11).
Thus, while Twitter has the potential to stimulate political participation (Small, 2011), it can also be used without
regulation to express and promote hate, anger and other destructive emotions. One important question that
arises from the constant availability of violent content in social media is how it affects real life decisions and can
actually threaten journalistic practice.
Studies of exposure to violence in social media can be related to studies of violence in traditional media. As
Reynolds (2009) concludes, excess of violent content is a growing problem in modern society, and exposure to it
causes viewers to behave more violently. Since language is one of the mechanisms through which violence
spreads, it shapes ways people perceive and understand events, and when “one discourse gains the upper hand
and stifles alternative voices, the danger of violent escalation is greater” (Buyse, 2014:788).
With this in mind, many attempts have been made to define violent speech, which is no easy task. Recent
research on social media, however, has dealt with the concept of hate speech, which according to Silva, Mondal
and Correa can be understood as an offense motivated, in whole or in part, by the offender’s bias against an
aspect of a group of people (2016:688). Concerning this concept, Gagliardone, et al. from UNESCO conclude that
hate speech is located in a complex nexus with freedom of expression, group rights, as well as concepts of
dignity, liberty, and equality. In the authors’ words, “hate speech relies on tensions, which it seeks to reproduce
and amplify. Such speech unites and divides at the same time. It creates ‘us’ and ‘them’” (2015:11). Commonly
tied to violent speech against particular groups, Gagliardone, et al. state, hate speech goes beyond targeting
people based on their characteristics:
…however defined, the notion of hate speech is not about abstract ideas, such as political ideologies,
faiths or beliefs – which ideas should not be conflated with specific groups that may subscribe to them.
Hate speech concerns antagonism towards people (2015:11).
In sum, hate speech, which we take as equivalent to the notion of violent speech, has the potential to lead to
violent actions. When such violence is elicited by leaders or groups that have many followers, it can shut down
other types of speech, thus opening the possibility to provoke further verbal violence and a climate where
opposing views are diminished or discredited.
As Gagliardone, et al. (2015) suggest, when perpetrators make use of a social platform online to disseminate
messages charged with hatred, they not only target victims but also break the terms or conditions agreed upon
for the use of that platform. In the case of Twitter, the network has a Hateful Conduct Policy as part of its Rules
and Policies. According to it, the site does “not tolerate behavior that harasses, intimidates, or uses fear to silence
another person’s voice” (Twitter, 2018). The policy goes further and typifies the kind of online behavior that
harasses individuals or groups of people, including “violent threats; wishes for the physical harm, death, or
disease of individuals or groups; … and repeated and/or non-consensual slurs, epithets, racist and sexist tropes,
or other content that degrades someone, among others” (Twitter, 2018).
However, the implementation of rules and policies of use does not guarantee appropriate behavior by media
users. Social media provide a new setting where violent content in the form of violent speech and threats seem to
© 2019 by verlag irena regener berlin

4

Marta Milena Barrios, Lina María Vega-Estarita & Luis M. Gil
When online commentary turns into violence

conflict & communication online, Vol. 18, No. 1, 2019

have multiplied. In fact, Douglas (2008) affirms that there are various forms of “antisocial communication” online
that essentially bear an intention to harm; among them is online harassment, defined as an overt act of
aggression. In that context, due to their desire to perform their role in society, journalists are under constant
threat and therefore must often endure being the target of online violent speech and harassment. Löfgren Nilsson
and Örnebring state that the digitalization process, along with the transparency of journalistic work “has opened
up new possibilities to intimidate and harass journalists for those who are dissatisfied with the properties of public
discourse” (2016:889). And although the increase of digital access among audiences has provided new
opportunities for journalism and news production, this can have several consequences: exposure to violent
speech on social media increases the risk of self-censorship. In fact, authors have found that violence significantly
shapes how journalists perceive their work environment (Hughes et al., 2017). It can be said that those heated
debates, therefore, can amplify negative consequences when a large number of people get together to attack, for
example, journalists or social actors, and then make them feel a need for restraint in expressing their ideas
through these channels.
According to Jungblut and Hoxha, self-censorship can be defined as “the individual self-restriction of one’s
freedom of speech” (2016:227). This means that when journalists realize something could harm them or others,
they decide to stop covering a particular event. Self-censorship is especially important in post-conflict societies,
because they are in a delicate state of transition from a situation where direct physical threats are being made to
a non-conflictual life. This process keeps presenting many risks for journalists as well, because post-conflict
societies can potentially always regress into violence (Jungblut and Hoxha, 2016). In a digital age that means
that violence against individuals can easily change into violence against ideas.
In a practical sense, a single tweet or comment can make journalists feel threatened and consider eliminating
some themes from their agenda. For instance, as Löfgren Nilsson and Örnebring (2016) found, when Swedish
journalists were targets of harassment for dealing with subjects such as immigration or feminism, it discouraged
their dealing with such issues in the public sphere. Reflecting on this, if Swedish society finds public speech
threatened on such progressive issues, the case of Colombia is particularly delicate, since the post-conflict era is
just starting after half a century of structural and civil chaos.
As Serrano (2016) states, media professionals have evidenced such changes more than other social groups:
aggression against those who defend truth does not discriminate between times of peace or war; whether they
are professional journalists or private citizens, and not even through which channels they broadcast their
messages. For some time now, the Internet has not been free from the violence that until just a decade ago
affected only conventional media, radio and television.
In that scenario, harassment of journalists is a problem for democracy because it affects journalistic autonomy
(Serrano, 2016). In other words, targeting media professionals has consequences for freedom of the press, which
in turn affects daily journalistic practice and its purpose: “to provide citizens with the information they need to be
free and self-governing” (Kovach and Rosenstiel, 2004: 24).
4. The case
In order to provide a detailed examination of how threats have been made against journalists in Colombia’s postconflict era, a particular case was chosen for this study. Case studies have proven an appropriate method of
qualitative research to explore current events (Schwandt, 2015) and a suitable strategy for “how” or “why”
research questions that aim to “investigate real-life events in their natural settings” (Yin, 2004: xii). Through an
in-depth description of the confrontation that took place in July 2017 on Twitter between former President Álvaro
Uribe Vélez and journalist Daniel Samper Pizano, this study aims to illustrate how threats to journalists take shape
in this social network during the country’s current political phase. This case attracted exceptional interest due to
the prestige of the two actors involved and was presented in traditional news media outlets because of supportive
public positions taken by citizens and media professional associations.
The former President of Colombia (2002-2010) and now Senator Álvaro Uribe Vélez is ranked seventh in the
country in terms of Twitter followers, with over 4.8 million (Press Release Agency, August 24, 2017). Almost
every tweet posted by Uribe is featured in the news and has a strong impact on public opinion. His great visibility
on Twitter is a result of the extraordinary influence he has accumulated during his political career. While in office
as President of Colombia, Uribe always received high popularity ratings, and as a Senator since 2014 he has
proved to be one of the most influential politicians when it comes to persuading voters. In fact, the current
president, Iván Duque, was a young and unknown politician who got elected with unprecedented voting after
being publicly endorsed by Uribe.
Furthermore, a large segment of public opinion has always associated Uribe with the far-right of national politics
(Cyr and Meléndez, 2016), and he is even accused of having ties with paramilitary groups (Associated Press
Bogotá, 2011). During his government, senior Army officers were held responsible for executing large numbers of
civilians to show “positive” results in their struggle against guerrillas and justify US military aid. Military officers
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and soldiers kidnapped peasants, killed them, placed weapons on their dead bodies, and reported them as enemy
combatants. The number of victims is estimated to be 3,000, according to figures of Human Rights Watch (2016);
but other authors (Benavides Silva and Rojas Bolaños, 2017) estimate there were more than 10,000 deaths,
dubbed as “false positives”. Also, Uribe´s brother, Santiago, was released on parole in March 2018 after being
imprisoned for organizing and leading a 1990s death squad known as the Twelve Apostles. Uribe’s government
was implicated in a wiretapping scandal that led to the abolition of the national intelligence agency, DAS, after
revelations that it spied on Colombian Supreme Court justices, human rights activists, politicians, and journalists.
In 2015, an independent political news outlet, La Silla Vacía (Lewin and Morelo, 2015), published an article
reviewing the legal status of 30 of Uribe’s closest collaborators, finding that: “10 are exempt from major
problems, two died, ten have serious investigations or trials in process, nine were criminally convicted and one
has strong disciplinary sanctions” (para. 2).
For his part, Daniel Samper Ospina is a journalist belonging to a well-known family in the nation’s capital, with
several members involved in national political life (his uncle, Ernesto Samper Pizano, was President of Colombia
between 1994-1998) and has important links to national media. Samper Ospina writes a weekly political satire
column for Revista Semana, the most popular news magazine in the country, and has recently attracted more
followers with his influential Youtube videos. He also has a large following on Twitter: 2 million followers
according to information gathered from his account (Samper, October 9, 2017). Along with a small group of
intellectuals, Samper has been a vocal opponent of Uribe, and because of this, he has been the target of
accusations by the former President, such as the one examined here, and has received death threats from his
supporters. It is not unreasonable to think that it was only because of his professional prestige that Samper
Pizano dared to criticize such a powerful politician.
Worth mentioning is an antecedent to the case, the dramatic confrontation between Uribe and another highly
regarded Colombian journalist, Daniel Coronell, who during the past year (2016-2017) criticized the former
President in his opinion articles and reports. Public opinion has also been critical of Senator Uribe because he led
the opposition party against the peace process between the FARC guerrilla movement and the government. Uribe
campaigned for the “No” vote in the referendum in which Colombians rejected the ratification of the peace accord
with FARC; and since then, he has taken a radical position towards former president and Nobel Peace Prize
recipient Juan Manuel Santos, which has created disagreement in a broad sector of national public opinion. In
other words, extreme political polarization arose in the country, with Uribe as one of its main protagonists.
Coronell filed charges for insult and defamation in 2016, after Uribe accused him on his Twitter account of
laundering money and having mafia ties. This provoked threats against the journalist from anonymous social
media accounts, with warning messages such as “we are looking for you, be careful.” Despite the journalist’s
efforts, the Supreme Court did not investigate the case and only asked the former President to moderate his
violent language. Some months later, history repeated itself.
On July 14, 2017, Álvaro Uribe posted a tweet on his account @AlvaroUribeVel at 12:55 pm, calling Daniel
Samper Ospina a “child rapist” (Uribe Vélez, 2017), referring to a column published by the journalist on June 17.
Two hours later, at 14:45 pm @DanielSamperO replied tweeting “Álvaro Uribe should expect the legal
repercussions that will come after calling me a child rapist: his sick irresponsibility has no limits...” (Samper
Ospina, 2017). This exchange generated a debate on Twitter, which produced 5,659 retweets, 11,334 likes and
3,100 comments. As a consequence, Daniel Samper’s account became a nationally trending topic. A few days
later, Uribe tweeted back accusing the journalist of publishing “pornographic images including minors” in Soho, a
print magazine Samper Ospina edited for 13 years, where the main content included photo spreads featuring
nude women. Media organizations, such as The Journalist Union of Colombia (FECOLPER) and the Foundation for
Freedom of Press – FLIP, denounced the former President’s accusations against Samper Ospina. Also, an open
letter was written by several renowned Colombian journalists regarding the lack of evidence for Uribe’s
accusations and the risk this could imply for the safety of media professionals in the country.
The confrontation led to legal action when Samper filed an Acción de Tutela, an expeditious legal mechanism for
the protection of the citizen’s fundamental constitutional rights. In this case, Samper concluded that Senator
Uribe had spoken falsely, damaging his good name. A month later, the Supreme Court of Bogotá – Colombia’s
capital – ruled in favor of the journalist and ordered Uribe to retract his statements, which he did in a press
release later that week. However, according to FLIP (August 5, 2017), Uribe’s correction failed to acknowledge
the mistake, because he said he had only exercised his right to express an opinion and criticize the journalist’s
work. This public debate generated different opinions in favor of and against Uribe’s tweets. Public figures,
media, and citizens tweeted, retweeted and mentioned other accounts taking sides in the dispute. This resulted in
open polarization and a series of violent online reactions, which the present study analyzes.
This case exemplifies how any Colombian journalist or opinion leader who attempts to speak out against Álvaro
Uribe is most likely to be in a situation of vulnerability. Given the fact that Uribe is considered one of the most
powerful politicians of all time in the country, it is no surprise that any journalist who dares to criticize or express
an opposite point of view towards his actions may feel intimidated.
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A recent case illustrating the relationship between heated debates in social media and self-censorship was that of
Matador, a cartoonist forced to stop using social media by death threats from a citizen who claimed his drawing
entitled “Duque reflects” was offensive because it satirized the current Colombian President, portraying him as a
pig. In his farewell message on Twitter, the cartoonist wrote: “Friends, due to the death threats of some
followers of Uribismo [Uribe’s followers] and the Democratic Center [Uribe’s party], I have decided not to publish
anything on my social networks. If they [the violent] want to come for me, I do not have bodyguards or anything
like that... I just have a pencil and my brain. To the people who follow me, a big hug” (Matador, April 2 2018).
The influence of public opinion on journalists in the country has been researched by some scholars. In their study
of professional autonomy and influences of journalists in Colombia, Arroyave and Garcés (2017) found that
audience feedback is a factor that strongly influences (56.6%) their news production. Nowadays most of the
feedback that media professionals receive comes from social media and online forums.
On the whole, the case under study illustrates the worrisome status of freedom of expression in Colombia.
Although the Constitution guarantees freedom of expression and information, opposing views are often
stigmatized, narrowing the scope for political and institutional pluralism, an indispensable requirement for
sustainable peace in the country.
5. Method
This study analyzed the content of 592 tweets, available through Scraper Data Miner on September 2017, in
order to (1) identify actors involved in the dispute between Álvaro Uribe and Daniel Samper; (2) discover how
Twitter users expressed positions in messages exchanged there, (3) and determine what the relationships were
among those positions and the networks they formed.
We analyzed all tweets published on July 14, 2017. On this day, the user @DanielSamperO presented a trending
topic reaching a significant number of favorites and retweets (See Figure 2, made using Twitonomy). We
observed that @DanielSamperO’s tweet: “Alvaro Uribe should expect the legal repercussions that will come after
calling me a child rapist: his sick irresponsibility has no limits...” (Samper Ospina, 2017) reached 3,100
comments, 5,700 retweets, and 11,000 likes. Therefore, we decided to select @DanielSamperO as the keyword
for the next phase.
We opted in this study to concentrate on the first 24 hours after the tweet that originated the dispute: “Federico
Escobar protests the offense of child rapist Samper Ospina to Antioquia, offense published in Semana” (Uribe
Vélez, 2017). Previous research on Twitter argues that this time frame is ideal, since the heaviest traffic
concentrates on the main content and prevents outliers and anomalies to be sampled (Yardi and Boyd, 2010).

Figure 2: Twitter interaction with the user @danielsampero. Source: Twitonomy 2017.

Subsequently, the study extracted 592 original tweets and comments that mentioned @DanielSamperO, the
maximum amount of content allowed when using the Data Miner Scraper tool from Google Chrome. The
codebook included the following categories and sub-categories:
1.

Identification of users: the authors were categorized as politicians, news organizations, journalists,
individuals, other organizations or undefined. We also identified the gender of users. This corresponds
to the first research question regarding which actors were involved in the dispute.
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Polarization during the debate: we wanted to know how participants expressed their positions in the
exchange of messages.

Using the definition of polarization as “the fact of people or opinions being divided into two opposing groups”
(Cambridge Dictionary, 2017), we identified parties: opinions favoring Daniel Samper and ones favoring Álvaro
Uribe. Then following the definition of extremism as “the fact of someone having beliefs that most people think
are unreasonable and unacceptable” (Cambridge Dictionary, 2017), messages with strong positions (threats,
offenses, swear words, violent language) were categorized as extreme tweets. Finally, tweets trying to mediate
between both groups or referring to the issue without taking sides were classified as conciliatory. The data were
analyzed by two coders using an online instrument. Krippendorff’s Alpha coding agreement reached 0.65.
To answer the question on the relationship between the user’s positions and the networks they formed, we used
Gephi 9.2. Firstly, the software allowed us to explore the level of closeness centrality among users with the main
nodes, that is, the most often mentioned accounts. Since “closeness centrality highlights the players who will be
able to contact all other members of the network easily” (Rochat, 2009:1), this type of analysis is highly
replicated in social network research. Secondly, we graphed the type of relationships given by the positions
expressed in the tweets. The edges in a graph were organized in different colors in order to represent
relationships between users’ positions: in favor, extreme, conciliatory. Finally, the software allowed us to see the
structure of the networks that emerged according to the positions expressed in each tweet. Using Gephi’s
modularity function, it was possible to identify subgroups of the network. Modularity allowed us to see how “the
vertices in many networks fall naturally into groups or communities ... with only a smaller number of edges
between vertices of different groups” (Newman, 2006: 8577). An integrated view of all this will be addressed in
the next section.
6. Arguments and arguing
Results of this study show that the messages exchanged on the original tweets generated by @AlvaroUribeVel
against @DanielSamperO on July 14, 2017 triggered a public dispute. Over 70% of users who joined in the
discourse (either tweeting or replying) were ordinary individuals expressing their own political positions (Table 1).
In terms of gender, the majority were male (63%). Female participation was 21%, and the undefined group,
which included institutional accounts and anonymous users, amounted to 17% (Table 2).
Frequency

%

455
107
41
16
10
9
6
644

70,7
16,6
6,4
2,5
1,6
1,4
0,9
100,0

Gender

Frequency

%

Male
Female
Other
Total

403
134
107
644

63
21
17
100

Citizen
Anonymous
Journalist
Politician
Organization
Media
Other
Total

Table 1: Type of user

Table 2: Transmitter’s Gender

Results regarding the positions taken by Twitter users showed a polarized discussion between those favoring
@AlvaroUribeVel tweets (24.3%) and those defending @DanielSamperO tweets (64.2%). The shares indicate
that those who supported the journalist led the conversation. Some examples of polarized tweets are shown
below:
“I reject Uribe’s slanderous and infamous tweet against @DanielSamperO. Solidarity with the brilliant
and sharp journalist of @RevistaSemana” (Bejarano, July 14, 2017).
“The unpunished hate tweets that @AlvaroUribeVel usually sends. Today the vile slander tries to
dishonor @DanielSamperO” (Sosa, July 14, 2017).
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“In the long run, Uribe did a favor to @DanielSamperO despite how little he likes advertising”
(Deleznable, July 14, 2017).
Even though they did not constitute a majority, some tweets seem to legitimize the accusations made by
@AlvaroUribeVel, as the following excerpts show:
“You reap what you sow. Mr. @DanielSamperO is an offender and acts as a disrespectful person toward
everyone who does not think like him” (Pérez, July 14, 2017).
“@DanielSamperO gets cocky to fuck everyone’s life, and the yuppies applaud him; but when someone
says he violates other people’s rights, he cries and threatens” (RangerTrack, July 14, 2017).
The debate also turned extreme for both parties to the dispute. Many of the tweets (31.3%) coded under the
Extreme variable expressed harsh opinions against opponents by featuring violent language, threats, and
sometimes accusing the other party of committing various different felonies without offering proof. Results show
that the group defending @DanielSamperO (20.9%) took more extreme positions, while those in favor of
@AlvaroUribeVel had fewer extreme reactions (11%).
However, a closer look at the actors involved in the disagreement shows that those supporting @AlvaroUribeVel
were fewer in number, only 71, but 63 of them featured an extremely belligerent discourse.

@DanielSamperO
@AlvaroUribeVel
Actor neutral
Total

In favor

%

226
71
0
297

38,2
12,0
0,0
50,2

Extremely in
favor
122
63
0
185

%
20,6
10,6
0,0
31,3

Conciliatory
in favor
32
10
51
93

%

Undefined

%

5,4
1,7
8,6
15,7

0
0
10
10

0
0
1,7
1,7

Table 3: Tweet’s positions

Some excerpts taking extreme positions against @AlvaroUribeVel are presented in the following tweets:
“Being a clown is more honorable than being a dirty politician with negative political tricks. His political
strategy is one of the negative attacks. That’s him” ( Karina, July 14, 2017).
“Uribe was never President; he was a phony person who bought his reelection in 2006 through
corruption and committed electoral fraud in 2002” (A-vita, July 14, 2017).
“@AlvaroUribeVel is a crazy old man, psycho, sick person; he is just the reflection of one part of this
rotten country. Solidarity with @DanielSamperO” (Tintinago, July 14, 2017).
“@DanielSamperO what else can you expect from the leader of right-wing paramilitarism in Colombia?
The patrón of evil. A person without a soul. A para-político”1 (Rincón, July 14, 2017).
“A jerk? when you speak against any Uribista, it’s wrong, but when you touch them there are serious
problems!! So cynical” (Sánchez, July 14, 2017).
Other users supported the former President’s statements by using extreme language too:
“DANIEL Miliciano I wish the paras [paramilitaries] were here to send you to a better life” (Ortega, July
14, 2017).
“If @DanielSamperO denounces Uribe for slander, let’s have all people from Antioquia and Uribe’s party
denounce him for slandering and bullying in social media” (Berrio, July 14, 2017).
Our findings also showed that the dispute between Uribe and Samper gave citizens an opportunity to express
emotions arising from their political positions. After analyzing the users’ profiles, we found that many of them
described themselves as Uribistas (pro-Uribe) or anti-Uribistas. One of the users had the following description on
his profile: “proudly anti-Uribista before Uribe was born” (Becerra, 2017). This shows that for some users the only
motivation to get involved in the dispute was the desire to express their opposition to Álvaro Uribe Vélez.
Disagreements between anti-Uribistas and Uribistas divided the country after Uribe left the Presidency in 2008.
Then the public debate between him and the journalist looked like an excuse to use this public forum to air old
disputes that arose in other contexts.
In contrast, conciliatory positions in the discussion were less frequent. Tweets that did not express extreme
positions accounted for only 7.1% of the total. Some of these more balanced tweets intended to mediate
between the parties made ethical calls for users to remember collective values such as respect and tolerance and
1

There is no simple translation of this term. It refers to a politician who defends the interests of paramilitary forces.
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called on authorities to take legal action to resolve the disagreement. Accounts such as @Flip, @CIDH or
@FiscaliaCol asked for institutional protection to defend the journalist’s right to a good name. Others stayed out
of the dispute, taking no clear position. The following tweets refer to the aforementioned:
“The worst part of the dispute between @DanielSamperO and @AlvaroUribeVel is that it generates more
hatred among those who criticize and support any of them, than the hate that may exist among
themselves” (Pineda, July 14, 2017).
“How can you say that? Do you have evidence that @DanielSamperO rapes children? No more hateful
attacks! Please discuss and debate with arguments!” (Gurisatti, July 14, 2017).
“I dream that they will do something to stop this man’s attacks. My support goes to @DanielSamperO.
Nothing justifies these attacks on freedom of expression” (Pérez, July 14, 2017).
“@AlvaroUribeVel #RESPECT is a word that you don’t know. I support @DanielSamperO” (Sayleth, July
14, 2017).
The next section presents some of the networks resulting from the discussion. Several diagrams were made using
Gephi 9.2 to analyze emerging networks. Firstly, with the Closeness centrality feature of the software, we
explored the relationship between users and the frequency with which they mentioned the main actors involved
in the case (Figure 3). The size of the nodes representing each user is determined by the frequency of mentions.
From the size of @DanielSamperO’s node, it is evident that he was central in the conversation. @AlvaroUribeVel’s
node was also significant, but not the central one. As Figure 3 shows, colors derived from red are closer to the
main node @DanielSamperO, while those in blue or similar colors at the periphery are more distant from him.
Figure 3 also shows that other conversations took place mentioning both social actors, but were related to other
topics. This can be seen on the left side of the Figure.

Figure 3: Closeness Centrality
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Regarding the position taken by Twitter users, Figure 4 shows the relationship between those who agreed with
@DanielSamperO (in red) and those who joined @AlvaroUribeVel arguments (in blue). Nodes in grey identify
those who remained undefined, meaning that they did not favor any of the actors. Users in yellow represent
those with mixed opinions, which means they tweeted several times, either in favor of one of the main actors or
with no particular intention.
Figure 4 also presents the type of relationship among users. The edges or lines represent each tweet’s position in
the case. Black edges represent extreme positions, while those in grey represent polarized positions, and those in
lighter colors present conciliatory tweets. Figure 4 shows that most of the users defended @DanielSamperO,
tweeting in his favor without adopting extreme positions. However, the many red nodes with darker edges
around @AlvaroUribeVel represent those in agreement with @DanielSamperO, who wrote using extremist
language against @AlvaroUribeVel.

Figure 4: Interactions among tweet positions

Offering another image for analysis, Figure 5 below features the communities formed around the discussion. The
most prominent community was formed by those in favor of @DanielSamperO (colored red), followed by those
who expressed extreme positions against @AlvaroUribeVel (colored light green). Although @AlvaroUribeVel
started the discussion by calling the journalist a child rapist, the network expressing extreme positions supporting
the former President is not the most significant one. On the other hand, conciliatory networks were smaller in
size, and that of the undefined users remained medium-sized. This figure also shows that fewer edges emerged
between networks. This indicates that, in general, cohesion within networks was strong and individuals were
unlikely to change their minds. The small grouping visible between the extreme vs. @AlvaroUribeVel and in favor
of @DanielSamperO networks was formed by users who expressed more than one position.
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Figure 5: Community Structure

7. Discussion
This study examines a dispute between former President Álvaro Uribe and journalist Daniel Samper Ospina via
social media. The intention was to describe how various forms of violence against journalists have emerged in the
public sphere during the post-conflict era of Colombian society. Because social media are among the most often
used platforms in the country, this case study focuses on how the case in question played out on Twitter. The
results showed how one influential political actor’s hostile treatment of a journalist caused the creation of several
social networks which represented polarized positions. The tweets exchanged used some very extreme language
that authors (Gagliardone et al., 2015) have found to amplify verbal and potentially physical violence against the
press through such hate speech.
As others have suggested, these attacks can also harm the news production process because they may lead to
self-censorship, since journalists may choose not to cover certain issues (Jungblut and Hoxha, 2016; Löfgren
Nilsson and Örnebring, 2016), or may refrain from investigating certain political actors (Hughes et al., 2017).
Additionally, verbal aggression – such as analyzed herein – may also lead to future violent behavior (Reynolds
2009).
Our network analysis indicated, as many authors confirm (Conover et al., 2011), that one comment stimulated
the creation of like-minded communities which mainly expressed opinions in favor of or against the two principal
actors. This confirms the view that social media serve as echo chambers of polarized exchange and, in this case,
extreme positions (Quattrociocchi, Scala and Sustein, 2016). Network analysis showed a wave of comments filled
with threats, hostility, calumnies and other forms of verbal violence against each group. It also evidenced the
power of social media to amplify discussions and aggression. In this particular case, other issues emerged in the
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feud between groups identified as anti-Uribe and his supporters, giving both parties a chance to cloak their
opinions in verbal violence against each other. During these exchanges, the participants formed strong groups
and did not appear to change their political positions, reinforcing homophily (Yardi and Boyd, 2010) within each
network.
Our investigation also sheds some light on possible harm to journalistic practice, as discussed previously. The
results showed that press freedom in Colombia was compromised in this case, due to the extremism evident in
the opinions exchanged. Although those in favor of @DanielSamperO were the majority, individuals supporting
@AlvaroUribeVel exhibited more extreme positions in their language. Such extremism even continued for days
after the analyzed period: four days after the feud, John Jairo Velásquez (@Popeye_Leyenda), a former hitman
for the notorious drug dealer Pablo Escobar, decided to join the conversation by tweeting: “Daniel Samper is
vomit and a despicable person. A moral hit man. Member of a damn family who did so much damage to the
country” (Velásquez, July 18, 2017). The journalist immediately responded: “I hold Uribe responsible for what
could happen to my family and me: his entire army is against me after his defamation” (Samper, July 18, 2017).
This is a worrisome situation. In this case, the fact that an avowed former mafia hit man publicly endorses a
former President, and current Senator, could have serious repercussions for self-censorship practices among
journalists; all the more so, taking into account the study by Hughes et al. (2017), which found that Colombian
journalists felt less confident to publish information concerning the armed forces, criminal gangs or government
actors with great political influence. This case also provides some insight into how attacks on press freedom and
freedom of speech originate from legitimate actors in social and political life. Hughes et al. (2017) concluded that
journalists could be influenced by the State in positive ways, or some State actors can be actual perpetrators of
violence against journalists.
@AlvaroUribeVel’s motivation for attacking the journalist may be varied. As Lee and Shin (2012) have proposed,
politicians use social media for publicity. In this case, the former President’s tweets triggered political positions –
in either mild or extreme language – that formed ideological networks around alignment or disagreement with his
position. Conover et al. (2011) found similar results in the tendency to adopt extreme positions when similar
points of view dominate social-media interactions.
The parties involved in the feud displayed the most support for the journalist and, therefore, in favor of free
speech. Arendt affirms that “power corresponds to the human ability not just to act but to act in concert … [and]
remains in existence only so long as the group keeps together” (1970:143). As a consequence, if people get
together as a cohesive group to defend values and resist attacks from those in positions of power, they can also
gain their own power to protect a profession they value, and those they regard as seeking to inform and share
truth as journalists. If social media have opened new possibilities for harassing journalists (Löfgren Nilsson and
Örnebring, 2016), they can also be places to make visible such harassment and stop it. In that sense, it is also a
responsibility of legal institutions to eliminate the impunity to denigrate others that currently characterizes many
disputes on Twitter (Villafañe, 2016).
This instance shows a lack of legislation and control over social media, which may significantly affect freedom of
the press. The formation of strong networks around an emotion such as hatred, expressed by Twitter users on
both sides in the form of insults, calumnies, or threats, creates a climate difficult to regulate. In the long run, it
may help perpetuate conflict beyond the initial dispute among the original actors. In other words, this study
evidences that social media and the networks formed around them can develop into spaces dominated by
anomie. Therefore, it is worth questioning what social impact results from violence in virtual spaces.
The violence and extremism apparent in the language of both parties in this study can be explained by two
factors. Firstly, reaching a stable, long-lasting peace based on the accord with the FARC guerrilla movement is a
challenging task for Colombian society. After all, as Arendt wrote, “peace is the continuation of war by other
means” (1970:9). Jungblut and Hoxha (2016) confirmed this when they said that post-conflict societies could
easily return to violence. It is very important to keep in mind the diversity of voices and topics that are heard in
this extended public sphere that Twitter represents.
It is clear that Colombian society faces a crucial transitional phase. However, in the current media
ecosystem, there is a similarly vital transitional period: a moment where actors other than media professionals
are contesting the traditional role of professional gatekeepers. This case exemplifies how powerful social actors in
Colombia abuse “the privilege to speak to a thousand minds at the same time” (Pulitzer, 2011: 41), a prerogative
once reserved only for journalism.
Serrano (2016) affirms that when it comes to violence against journalism, declarations of war or peace may make
little difference. As some studies have indicated, in today’s Colombia, “it seems the balance of extreme pressures
on journalists has shifted away from guerrilla conflict and toward sub-national fragility in the rule of law and
democratic accountability” (Hughes et al., 2017: 16). Therefore, it is healthy and proactive to think – in a postconflict era – that not all types of violence have ceased to exist.
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Twitter and social media have become ideal locations for verbal violence, particularly on political issues which
trigger powerful emotions (Yardi and Boyd, 2010). The consequences of this can affect both the personal lives of
media professionals and society’s right to information and democracy (Serrano, 2016), if journalists refrain from
speaking out on similar sensitive issues in the future (Löfgren Nilsson and Örnebring, 2016). The case studied
shows the lack of tolerance towards the plurality of opinions held in the Colombian public sphere. The fact that
one of the participants in the dispute is one of the most important Colombian politicians is worrisome because, as
Craig says (2018), political pluralism is the central principle of democracy. Likewise, Bock (2018) – referring to
the lack of quality, pluralism and diversity in the content of Colombian informative media, especially in local
media – recognized the pressures exerted on reporters and concluded that “journalism in Colombia carries heavy
chains that have weakened democracy in the country”.
Finally, bringing some of Hannah Arendt’s ideas into the discussion: “the practice of violence, like all action,
changes the world, but the most probable change is to a more violent world” (1970:177). Therefore, future
research might focus on analyzing similar cases and the consequences of using violent language on Twitter and
other social media. Violence against a journalist is often defined only as acts that harm physically, such as
kidnapping, murder, or assault. Further research could analyze how violent words in the form of threats, verbal
aggression, and calumny also constitute violence against journalists that may harm the exercise of free speech.
Network analysis proved to be an useful tool in order to characterize users’ behavior in such forums; future
studies can correlate this unobtrusive analysis with the perceptions of journalists who have suffered attacks on
social media that imperil their personal safety, with potential consequences for self-censorship. Also, given male
dominance in the authorship of these tweets, further research could explore the gender dimension of extreme
positions shared on social media
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